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ABSTRACT 
 
This PhD thesis will comprise a novel entitled ‘The Library of the Seven 
Selves’ (50,000 words) and an exegesis entitled ‘Library Space’ (49,000 
words). 
Anselm is the protagonist of the ‘Library of the Seven Selves’, and 
the novel, which is set in the library-city of Astoria, is driven by his search 
for a book said to have been written by Coleman Edwards – the Astorian 
Public Library’s enigmatic founding father – whose life history is as 
mysterious as the history of the library itself. In Astoria it is hard to tell 
where the library stops the city starts, because the whole city has been 
worked into the library’s design. But as Anselm searches through the 
Astorian library’s ever-expanding aisles, his journey begins to resemble the 
life journey of Coleman Edwards, and as he proceeds, his experience of the 
library weaves itself into a web in which the Nile journey of Richard 
Burton, the imaginary prisons of Piranessi, the psychotropic visions of 
Thomas de Quincy, as well as Martin Heidegger’s philosophical search for 
the source of language, and an interrogation of the myth of the tower of 
Babel, all work to deepen and inform the outcome of his plight. 
‘Library Space’ is a record of research undertaken in preparation for 
the accompanying novel, and during its development. The library that is 
created in the novel is analysed and/or contextualised in the exegesis. 
‘Library Space’ deals with ways in which libraries both arrange space and/or 
are utilised by writers for metaphorical purposes. Above all, it seeks to 
answer the following question: In what ways do libraries serve to control 
and direct knowledge and to what extent is there resistance from the forces 
of the creative imagination?
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THE LIBRARY OF THE SEVEN SELVES 
(NOVEL) 
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I 
 
 
 
 
 
In the midst of his dream, a person who is flying declares 
himself the author of his flight. i 
Gaston Bachelard, Air and Dreams 
3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I first saw Anselm during a late night session in the library when, 
having drifted off at my desk, he appeared to me in a dream. He 
was hunched over an old piano in the hall of a hydropathic hotel 
that stood within a patchwork of trees that sloped down to a lake. 
The tune he was playing was somehow linked to the waters of the 
lake – deep still waters that concealed far more than they revealed, 
and as the hypnotic, discordant notes swirled in the space around 
him, I could see he was trying, with each bar, to reach some crook-
backed part of his soul. He had come to the end of himself, and I 
felt an urge to help him. Above angular limbs, his face framed two 
unusually steady eyes that, upon waking, I associated with a photo 
of Franz Kafka beside a black dog that must have moved as the 
photographic plate was being exposed. 
I had, in fact, been reading an account of Kafka’s life that day 
in the library before a rising tide of fatigue carried me away, and 
perhaps this explains why Anselm came to inherit Kafka’s eyes. 
 
4 
 
 
 
As I studied the photograph of Kafka and the dog later that night, I 
noticed that one of Kafka’s eyes was ever so slightly askew. His 
right eye, which was aimed at the camera, was clear and of this 
world, but his left eye, or so it seemed to me as I studied it more 
closely, had been designed to lay bare the realm into which the 
German Shepherd Dog was dissolving.  
Was it Mallarmé who wrote that the world exists to end up 
in a book? At any rate, I began to see Anselm as a character in a 
story, and as time passed he became more tangible, more 
autonomous, more real. Inventing a character, however, is a 
strange, inscrutable act, that is as silent as the birth of a 
subterranean spring. Anselm opened intricate passageways of active 
imagination where elemental cycles were forever underway. Down 
where dark waters filled imagination’s waiting wombs, syrupy 
charms and siren songs drew ripe ideas together, and when 
circumstances were auspicious my psyche teemed with life. Before 
5 
 
Anselm’s appearance, I knew little about these elemental cycles, 
within which there were stages that corresponded to the bursting 
forth of aquifers and to the evaporation and condensation of water 
deep in the earth. Anselm did not spring from my imagination fully 
formed. His formation began at unfathomable depths out of which 
he had to be conjured with words. So it is hard to say what diverse 
elements combined to bring him to life, or to know how long he 
had been dreaming on the inky bed of my half-formed thoughts. 
Three days went by before he reappeared. I had since 
finished reading the tragic account of Kafka’s life, and I was 
intrigued by its portrayal of him as an artist who descended to 
terrifying depths in an attempt to conquer, through writing, the 
forces choking the source of his life. I had spent the morning 
looking for a copy of the letter Kafka penned to his father, and 
unable to find it I was trying to decide what to read next, when I let 
myself slip somewhat indulgently into a less than conscious state; 
and as the bay of book I was seated in slid silently away, a room in 
the hydropathic hotel formed in my mind’s eye. I saw Anselm. He 
was opening a box of books that had arrived by post, cutting the 
adhesive tape that held the top flaps of the box together. He 
examined the books it contained one at a time, until he came to a 
book that drew him into its orbit with its weight. Each page was 
soft to the touch as though it had been turned a thousand times, and 
as he leafed through them they released an aroma of dry grass and 
6 
 
upturned earth. Anselm inhaled deeply and was transported to 
another place and time. 
The book in Anselm’s hands contained the travel journals of 
Matsuo Basho, a seventeenth-century haiku poet, whom some 
devotees of the Shinto religion came to recognise and revere as a 
god. Anselm was especially moved by the spirit that stirred in these 
opening lines from an account of a journey Basho undertook one 
summer: 
 
Following the example of the ancient priest who is said to have 
travelled thousands of miles caring naught for his provisions and 
attaining the state of sheer ecstasy under the pure beams of the 
moon, I left my broken house on the River Sumida in the August 
of the first year of Jyokyo among the wails of the autumn wind. 
 
He was also affected by this passage, which appeared at the 
beginning of the final travel piece Basho composed: 
 
Days and months are travellers of eternity. So are the years that 
pass by. Those who steer a boat across the sea, or drive a horse 
over the earth till they succumb to the weight of years, spend 
every minute of their lives travelling. There are a great number 
of ancients, too, who died on the road. I myself have been 
tempted for a long time by the cloud-moving wind – filled with a 
strong desire to wander. 
 
With a strange urgency, these passages swelled and tugged at 
Anselm’s heart; they seemed to be circling suggestively around a 
7 
 
truth meant solely for him. Then one day in June, while he was 
sheltering from a storm with the book in his hand, one of Basho’s 
poems took flight and hit its mark: 
 
With a bit of madness in me,  
Which is poetry, 
I plod along like Chikusai 
Among the wails of the wind. 
 
An hour later, with madness in him, Anselm entered a musty 
arcade, at the end of which was a travel bureau where he bought a 
flight to a foreign city that he knew next to nothing about. Then, 
after indefinitely postponing his commitments, I saw him leaving his 
native city – leaving for the unknown. There was a deep rumbling 
before the landing gear left the sodden tarmac, and as the howling 
turbines bore the lumbering aircraft skywards, Anselm wondered 
whether he would ever see the hydropathic hotel again. For a 
moment he looked down trying to work out how he felt, and 
maybe it was apprehension, or a simmering self-loathing or perhaps 
it was just the low pain emanating from the base of his skull that 
made him want to fold himself into a foetal position as the 
aeroplane ascended. Then they banked left, and the web of city 
streets came into view, and releasing his seat belt Anselm bid his 
former life goodbye as it disappeared beneath the soaring 
aeroplane’s white wing. 
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Several times before his departure, Anselm had had vivid 
dreams of flight: dreams in which he discovered how to overcome 
gravity once and for all. In these dreams he acquired prodigious 
powers of propulsion through the air, and he derived a profound 
and unspeakable pleasure from this freedom of movement. Shortly 
after waking, he would remain confident of his ability to fly, and 
not even the disillusionment he felt when he realised that his 
powers of flight had fled would be enough to entirely diminish a 
sense of elation, which always lingered for the first few hours of the 
day. If only real flying were like that, he thought, as he sat stiffly in 
his chair, wanting nothing more than to be free of his congested, 
synthetic surroundings. He wanted to retreat, and from his place of 
retreat, he wanted to be reborn. This journey, he hoped, would 
crack open his former self like a shell, to release a new and 
infinitely freer fledgling life within. 
 
  
The plane levelled off above a blanket of clouds, a woman 
beside him took her son to the toilet, and another passenger 
retrieved a book from an overhead compartment, while Anselm 
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stared out the window and tried to focus on his future: a future in 
which, he began to reflect, his memory of that flight would surely 
fade. One thing that stayed with him though, and which later he 
was unable to account for was a feeling that something unusual had 
occurred. If he were asked to describe how he felt as the aeroplane 
cut through the air, he would say that he felt as though the aircraft 
had executed a perfect circle and flown him, inexplicably, back 
inside himself. At what moment it had occurred, Anselm could not 
be sure, but suddenly, as he peered through the small plexiglass 
window, he could see the tranquil and expanding landscape of his 
thoughts: he could see the ocean of his subconscious opening 
beneath him and the white vault of the sky capping his world like a 
skull; he could see friendly isles like familiar memories appearing 
on the horizon, and dark clouds of depression casting long shadows 
over his soul. Suddenly, the world was both fathomable and 
familiar. So instead of feeling as though he were departing for a 
foreign city, he began to feel as though he were finally making his 
way home. Even as the sun set and the firmament filled with shoals 
of stars, Anselm surveyed them as though he were reading the cast 
crystals of his future. 
He woke as the plane touched down in the city of Astoria. 
Beyond the small window, neat fields rolled toward a wooded 
range of mountains, and the whole landscape, he noticed, looked at 
once new and strangely familiar. Even the name of the city – 
10 
 
Astoria – seemed to have emerged from deep in his past: from a 
place where things that are distant get deformed and then 
forgotten. Around him passengers were jostling each other as they 
got their things together, and a child was screaming somewhere in 
the tail of the plane. Still slightly slumberous, Anselm waited until 
the other passengers had filed out before leaving his seat, collecting 
his rucksack, and making his way off the empty plane. 
A light railway connected the airport to Astoria's central 
station, and things seemed even more familiar when Anselm 
entered the city itself. The musky smell of autumnal plane trees 
that lined the wide main roads, the Neo-Renaissance buildings that 
rose behind the falling leaves, even the statues and the shop fronts 
struck a chord somewhere: a chord that was reverberating as he left 
his luggage in a locker at the station. Moments later, tired but 
optimistic, he sauntered out to explore the streets, but the more he 
saw of the city the more unsettled he became. Why was it that 
everything about Astoria filled him with a sense of time long past? It 
was as though the city had opened up some dusty region of his soul. 
But despite this uneasy familiarity, within an hour he had lost his 
way in the maze of streets, lanes and cul de sacs, the composition of 
which continually defied his expectations. So he wandered 
aimlessly, savouring his own disorientation, until, footsore and 
hungry, he found himself looking for somewhere to eat. He felt like  
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a home-cooked meal, and he felt like a half bottle of red wine, and 
as though he knew where he was going he found the restaurant he 
had imagined, and he recognised it as one recognises a friend’s face 
in a dream. When the wine arrived it put him in mind of epochs 
past, and the pasta was full of flavours that stirred up misplaced 
memories, but they were memories of a life he had never lived, of a 
home he could not recall. 
Anselm had never felt truly at home; he always thought that 
somehow he had been born out of his place. He felt no nostalgia for 
the small house he was brought up in, except for a quiet corner of 
the garden where occasionally he would lie down with a book, and 
even now he was never more at home than with a good book in a 
quiet corner. So after he had satisfied his hunger, a good book is 
what he craved, and it was the waiter who directed him to 
‘Astoria’s best bookshop’, which, in his opinion, was C.W. 
Edwards’ Book Arcade. The food and wine did a lot to settle 
Anselm’s nerves, so with contentment he followed the waiter’s 
directions across town. The entrance to the book arcade was 
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certainly impressive, but he was more impressed with its expansive 
interior, which looked to him like a baroque version of a central 
railway terminal. He was immediately put in mind of the Musée  
 
 
 
d’Orsay in Paris, although C.W. Edwards’ Book Arcade had to be 
twice its size. It was seven storeys high and the length of two city 
blocks, and it was, as its founder had intended, a grand cathedral of 
learning. 
Though tonnes of iron ore had been mined, melted and 
moulded to form the intricate pillars that supported its ceiling of 
frosted glass, and although entire forests of Mountain Ash had been 
cut into miles upon miles of shelves, the arcade had a weightlessness 
in which the imagination could ascend. For many years, it had been 
the largest building of its type in the world. If it were in Europe or 
America, it would no doubt have been more famous, but in 
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Astoria, it seemed to have escaped notice. Up above, the overhead 
glass was transmuting sunlight into liquid, and gazing through 
wavering shafts of murky illumination Anselm felt as though he had 
just passed into a chamber of his soul. As on the plane, there was 
some confusion between inside and outside, between interior and 
exterior, between himself and the world, and in this confusion he 
experienced a not unpleasant sense of descending. 
He spent the rest of the day wandering through the arcade’s 
narrow book-lined aisles and trying to imagine what it would have 
been like in the past, because for all its grandeur it was certainly a 
product of its age. The floorboards were worn thin by the feet of 
countless readers, the damask curtains across the arched windows 
were faded and threadbare in places, the ironwork needed 
repainting and blisters of rust were creeping through, and the smell 
of damp timber permeated many of its dimmer corners. Even the 
manner in which the timeworn staff went about their duties seemed 
to indicate that the Book Arcade had long been in decline. But 
Anselm was delighted, because while wandering from dusty aisle to 
dusty aisle, he saw himself, in weeks to come, indulging in hours of 
quiet reading and sinking into lounges that dated from another 
time. 
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II 
 
 
 
 
 
Let everyone know that mankind, by his complex and 
multiple nature, is not ignorant of the methods by which to 
enlarge his horizons: he lives in water like the sea-horse; in 
the upper layers of the atmosphere like the osprey; and 
under the ground like a mole, a woodlouse and the 
sublimity of the earth-worm.ii 
Comte de Lautréamont, Les Chants de Maldoror 
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It was dusk by the time Anselm collected his luggage from the 
station, and that night, on the third floor of the dilapidated Hotel de 
Dieu, between walls so thin that he was constantly aware of the 
movements of other guests, he read a short history of the city of 
Astoria, in which he learned how influential the founder of C.W. 
Edwards’ Book Arcade had been. 
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The Book Arcade, Anselm read, had been established in the 
1880s, a decade remembered as a golden age of economic growth. 
At this time, the young city’s hunger for any means of self-
improvement ensured the success of a venture that sought to put 
books in people’s hands. In addition to the orderly shelves, which 
contained over a million titles, the arcade boasted an array of 
exhibits to pique the public interest. There were temporary 
exhibits like Unzie, an albino aboriginal, who went on to make a 
name for himself on the American sideshow circuit. As well as such 
novelties, there were also many permanent displays. In the cellar, 
mineralogical samples glowed in luminous cases: azurite, malachite, 
quartz, muscovite and sulphur were just a few of the subterranean 
marvels on display. On the ground floor was a primate enclosure 
containing lemurs and spider monkeys. In addition, the arcade 
boasted the city’s first aquarium, where leafy sea dragons, sea 
horses and other subaquatic creatures drifted in slow motion 
through their otherworldly lives. Higher up was a fernery that 
doubled as a butterfly enclosure, within which painted ladies, 
pearly eyes, silver blues and giant swallowtails endlessly caressed 
the dense and mildly oppressive air. Perhaps, the most impressive 
exhibit was a living salamander – the only creature of its kind to 
have been successfully kept in captivity; to see it, customers were 
given tinted lenses through which they could gaze into a furnace fed 
with coal both night and day. Anselm knew, of course, that 
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salamanders were mythical creatures. So he began to suspect that 
the author of the account was not being entirely faithful to the 
truth, and as he continued with the book that was now warm in his 
hands, he grew less and less sure about what he should believe. 
The 1880s had been as good to Edwards as they had been to 
the city of Astoria, but it was during the depression of the 1890s 
that Edwards made his boldest move, and his next project made his 
Book Arcade look diminutive by comparison. The 1880s had been, 
for Astoria, a decade of unprecedented expansion, but the 1890s 
were marked by disorder and dissolution, because behind the 
founding father’s visionary plans for the city’s future, a culture of 
embezzlement, fraud and feverish speculation prevailed, and 
toward the end of the decade this canker was beginning to show. By 
1888 the prophets of the marketplace were predicting a collapse, 
and by then many firms were already starting to founder. Then 
when six of Astoria’s seven banks declared themselves insolvent the 
bottom could truly be said to have fallen out of the market. The 
only bank to survive was the Manchester Unity’s Mercantile Trust, 
an institution that prided itself on its conservatism and prudence; 
and as luck would have it, they oversaw Edwards’ financial affairs. 
As inflated property prices quickly corrected themselves, and as 
businesses folded and thousands of families were forced onto the 
streets, Edwards’ response to the deepening crisis was both 
sympathetic and shrewd. He opened a soup kitchen in the foyer of 
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his downtown book arcade, but he also bought up property all over 
the infant city. Some buildings he opened as shelters and lodging 
houses for the homeless, but others were locked and boarded up, 
left waiting, as it were, to be integrated into Edwards’ own 
visionary plan for the city, at the centre of which was the Astorian 
Public Library. 
In Astoria, Anselm read, all roads led to the library, next to 
which the parliament and treasury buildings were unimpressive. 
For inspiration, Edwards looked to the Old World libraries he had 
once worked for. He wanted a reading room to rival that of the 
British Library in London, he wanted grand galleries in which the 
city’s intellectual wealth could be displayed, and above all of this he 
wanted a ceiling that would tell the story of the library’s 
construction: a ceiling that would honour the artisans and 
architects, the bricklayers and builders, the labourers and librarians 
who would, he hoped, all work as one for the good of the city. It 
was an ambitious dream, and was it not for the financial position he 
had put himself in, and was it not for the fact that during the 
depression you could hire workers for trifling wages, a dream is 
what the Astorian Public Library would have remained.  
So while Edwards bought office blocks, tenements, 
mansions and derelict factories, he also bought the land upon which 
he hoped to see his dream made real. But only much later did his 
overall plan for the city emerge. Even as the foundation stone was 
19 
 
laid and the scaffolding rose skyward, the public remained in the 
dark about many aspects of their new library. Drawing on his 
knowledge of the libraries he had visited over the course of his long 
life, and using all he had learnt while at the helm of his iconic Book 
Arcade, Edwards attempted to construct a library that would 
unfold like the interconnected chambers of a vast collective dream. 
What emerged was a library which appeared to have no end. To 
achieve this, artists and architects perverted the laws of perspective: 
faux architectural details abounded, mirrors multiplied space, and 
techniques employed by the roaming baroque artists of Bavaria 
ensured that frescoes conjured extensions so impressively lifelike 
that visitors would regularly try to walk through them. Time was 
also perverted, or at least it displayed a discernible elasticity. In 
some rooms time advanced with glacial slowness; in others it had 
the swiftness of a swallow in full flight. In addition to this Edwards 
installed the city’s first network of electric lights, because if the 
library was going to be equally accessible to all, then it would need, 
he reasoned, to keep its doors open after dark.  
When the central library building was completed, books 
flowed in from all over the world at a rate that defied all reasonable 
expectation. Some government ministers objected to the way the 
city’s public funds were being spent, but no political party had the 
power to arrest the library’s fervid growth. Soon the shelves of the 
central library building were overflowing with books, so Edwards 
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opened libraries in the buildings he acquired after the crash. A 
warehouse down by the docks became home to the maritime 
collection; a stone mansion beside the botanical gardens was where 
books of natural science were stored; and an old factory beside the 
State Hospital absorbed the collection of medical books. Soon these 
satellite libraries were everywhere, and everywhere they were 
throwing out new wings. Edwards’ library project put Anselm in 
mind of the vast system of arcades that once branched its way 
through nineteenth century Paris. But a whole empire had 
supported the branching growth of the Paris arcades. What, Anselm 
wondered, could have supported something like the Astorian Public 
Library?  
Like Anselm, Astorians came to wonder how Edwards could 
sustain such bold expansion. Some said his personal wealth came 
from silver mines in Argentina; others had heard that in his youth 
he had established oil fields in the east. But wherever his funds came 
from, Astoria’s library continued to grow, and as it did Edwards’ 
influence increased, until it became hard to tell where the Astorian 
library stopped and the city started. Librarians moved into 
tenements that Edwards had converted into satellite libraries. Then 
tunnels linking these libraries began competing for space with 
sewers and cellars, and before long even these tunnels were lined 
with bookcases and books. At a slower rate, the vertical nature of 
the library became more pronounced. Towers transpierced the sky 
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and networks of tunnels burrowed ever deeper. It seemed that as 
quickly as the inhabitants could imagine new sections, new sections 
appeared, pushing ever outward, or turning interminably in on 
themselves. 
No promotional material was ever used to draw Astorians 
into their library; they seemed to make their way to what they 
needed as though by divination. In fact, so closely were readers’ 
interests reflected in the expansion of the library that many 
Astorians began to think of the library as a palpable part of 
themselves; and perhaps it was, for there seemed to be an element 
of dreaming in the library’s branching growth. Reveries and dreams 
appeared to have played a part in the erection of vast structures, 
which showed signs of having emerged from the minds of the 
readers themselves. Indeed, as readers explored the library’s 
interminable vestibules, its high galleries, its gloomy casemates and 
its bright and verdant courtyards, in many places it did appeared to 
unfold like an edifice in a dream. 
But as the library and the city intertwined, Edwards himself 
became reclusive, and privacy became something of a monomania 
for him. He began to work through agents, and through an inner 
circle of library staff: a loyal team committed to ensuring that the 
city’s library continued to thrive. Soon strange rumours were 
circulating, which seemed fantastic at first. There was word of 
secret sects and societies, which were compared to the 
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Rosicrucians. There was talk of conspiracies and of subterranean 
extensions. It was even rumoured that an anti-library was operating 
beneath the streets. Were these rumours credible? No one knew. 
But they played on people’s minds, and the public’s support for 
Edwards’ library became laced with a residue of fear. As Anselm 
read on, he shared in these dark forebodings, but instead of having a 
cautionary effect, they simply enhanced his sense of excitement. 
It was well past midnight by the time Anselm closed the 
book he had bought that day, and as the rooms and hallways of the 
hotel settled down for the night, he found himself thinking about 
the founder of C.W. Edwards’ Book Arcade, the man who had 
gone on to found the Astorian Public Library. So as he pulled the 
counterpane over himself and drifted towards sleep, he began to 
imagine what Edwards’ life would have been like. 
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But I have swam through libraries and sailed through 
oceans.iii 
Herman Melville, Moby Dick 
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1804  Coleman William Edwards’ earliest memories were 
of visiting a bookshop in a London arcade where he would wander 
unsteadily between overburdened shelves. He was always taken in 
by the seductive sheen of the shopfront’s latticed windows, behind 
which rare books and manuscripts were carefully arranged. 
Coleman imagined that these books had been tracked and netted in 
far-off forests, before being preserved, priced and put out on 
display. He distinctly remembered the gilt lettering that arched 
above the door: SHOVELTON AND STOREY: ANTIQUARIAN 
MANUSCRIPTS AND BOOKS. 
On one occasion, Coleman followed his father across the 
threshold, and as he passed the sales counter the timber interior 
tilted and turned. Tall oak cases leaned towards him, towers of 
books tipped to and fro and cluttered aisles warped and twisted 
around him as he walked. Proceeding past glass cabinets, leaning 
ladders and reader’s chairs, he moved anxiously through an 
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atmosphere infused with unseen thoughts. His father slackened his 
pace before turning to face a wall of books, and drawing one out, 
he was soon absorbed in what he was reading, while Coleman, 
wanting to escape his father’s watchful eye, felt himself gravitating 
towards the vanishing point of an endless aisle. In a state of 
wonderful anticipation he went deeper and deeper still, while the 
middle distance, where the books melted into each other, drew him 
on. As he approached this nether space, he watched the spines of 
new books taking shape: the letters of their titles always the last 
thing to appear. From somewhere far away, he heard his father 
calling his name, so he quickened his pace because he knew his 
father would put an end to his explorations. After hearing his 
father’s voice trail off, he saw a book that was different from the 
rest; he could make out the titles of the books around it, but this 
particular book was hidden in a luminous haze. When Coleman 
opened it and started reading time dissolved into a liquid mass that 
swept him away. 
‘Here you are!’ his father said, laying a hand on his son’s 
shoulder, but Coleman did not respond. His travels had begun. 
The book Coleman found that day was as much of a curiosity 
then as it is now. Published quietly and anonymously in 1642, it 
took the form of a series of open meditations, within which the 
author pushes his intellect into the unknown. With sentences 
capable of lifting readers into realms of fluid flight, the book traced 
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the elaborate architecture of its author’s most aerial thoughts: 
thoughts on Providence, on Fortune, on Wisdom and on Libraries; 
meditations on Miracles, on Oracles, and on Providence and Fate; 
remarks on Witchcraft and on the Good and Bad Messengers of 
God; thoughts on fire as an agent of destruction, and observations 
on dreams and other Phantasms of the night. Being a physician, the 
author naturally reflects on the perishable human body, but he also 
reflects on the afterlife and on the end of our spatiotemporal world. 
The book was a first edition of Sir Thomas Browne’s Religio Medici. 
The young Coleman discovered it in the English winter of 1804, 
and although later that night a strange illness came upon him, he 
would always remember sitting in a corner of Shovelton and Storey 
and reading with strange excitement the following enigmatic line: 
‘We carry within us the wonders we seek without us: there is all 
Africa and her prodigies in us.’  
Ten years later, Coleman tried to improve on these 
observations. In his schoolboy hand, he wrote: 
 
We carry within us all 
the wonders we seek without us: 
for within us we carry the prodigies 
of the Arctic and the Antarctic; 
of Africa, Asia, America, Europe, 
Oceania and the deep seas. 
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And as a young man he found these sentiments expressed in the 
writings of Novalis, the German philosopher and poet: ‘The depths 
of our spirit are unknown to us—the mysterious way leads 
inwards’. 
During his later travels, Coleman never lost sight of the 
mysterious way, but only in old age did he have the occasion to 
revisit those distant days. By then, however, his memories, and 
especially his first memories, were all deformed and distorted by 
their journey through the lenses of time. As an old man, looking 
back through those latticed windows of his past, he saw himself as a 
young boy swimming lightly among the shelves, and he watched 
amazed as this distant self ascended and descended, moving through 
a world that was now completely submerged. The past was like 
liquid, he observed, and it entered everything he read. A few well-
chosen words were enough to immerse him in a timeless flow, in a 
weightlessness that he associated with being under water. In the 
viscous and luminous atmosphere reading opened up, he felt 
liberated from the forces that kept others attached to the ground. 
28 
 
IV 
 
 
 
 
 
Concentrated private reading can even produce a 
psychological effect similar to trance, whereby the reader is 
removed entirely from the here and nowiv 
Steven Roger Fischer, A History of Reading 
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What Anselm read that first night about the genesis of the library 
seemed scarcely credible the next morning as he lingered over his 
morning tea. Later, however, as he made his way to where the 
central library buildings were located, he could not help imagining 
that book-filled tunnels were twisting beneath his feet, and that 
constellations of satellite libraries were strategically ranged around 
him. Walking streets thinly carpeted with fallen star-shaped leaves, 
Anselm anticipated the pleasure of diving into the library’s yawning 
depths and of ascending to its many dizzy and ponderous heights. 
The account he had read, however, had not mentioned the current 
state of the library, and Anselm wondered what sort of changes one 
hundred years had wrought upon it. His guidebook, moreover, was 
also sparing in its description of the current state of the library, 
saying only that visitors were often unprepared for their first 
encounter with it. And indeed it had changed considerably since the 
days of the visionary Edwards. 
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Approaching the library, Anselm took in its Italianate façade, 
which consisted of twelve Corinthian columns that rose 
monumentally into the air, surmounted by a pediment in the 
tympanum of which the nine Muses were represented. Anselm 
noted the skill with which the sculptors had executed their art. 
These nine nymphs, with their delicate limbs raised in fluid motion, 
looked set to free themselves from the blackened sandstone that 
confined them, or so it seemed to Anselm as the grandeur of the 
library’s façade was borne down upon him. He often associated 
such entrances with the act of reading itself, perhaps owing to the 
fact that many old books had classical façades on their title pages, 
which seemed to invite readers to enter into the space of the text. 
In doing so they suggested a kind of autonomous spatial and 
temporal dimension, within which, Anselm imagined, different 
laws of mass and motion applied. But where, he wondered, did this 
reading dimension reside? It would be absurd to suggest that it lay 
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within the book itself, and far more logical to conclude that these 
printed façades invited readers to enter into themselves.  
Above the library clouds were piled up into an iridescent 
mass with a dove grey interior and luminous edges of whitest 
white: a glacial monolith that looked imposing enough to last a 
thousand years, but that was already inching its way toward the 
gloom of the western sky. Anselm climbed the sandstone steps and 
the nearer he came to the library’s entrance, the more the border 
between himself and the library began to blur. Then for a moment, 
Anselm imagined that the portico was a gaping maw and that the 
foyer was the beginning of a long digestive tract. Going deeper still, 
he imagined he would find a series of twisting intestines, which, 
like the verdant and mildly threatening hedge mazes of Europe, 
would confuse and confound him and eventually cause him to lose 
his way. 
Entertaining himself with thoughts of this nature, he 
approached the library’s central chamber, and although he expected 
to be confronted with an illusion of abundance, when he came face 
to face with the central chamber’s truly fantastic proportions, he 
fell silent before what he later described as dimensional excess. The 
library seemed to be pushing space to the very limit of three 
dimensions. Perhaps this was because, he later reasoned, nothing 
existed in isolation, and the complex web of associations linking 
architectural features to frescoes, linking bookshelves to 
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balustrades, and cartouches to interior entablatures all worked to 
plunge readers into a sumptuous world of symbol. Like Edwards’ 
Book Arcade, the main chamber of the library was divided into 
seven levels, and down the centre was a chasm over which a great 
dome of stained glass blazed like an expanse of sky, and upon 
which, as Anselm had read, all those who had worked to construct 
the library were heroically represented. The figures spiralled into 
the centre, growing smaller as they ascended, all moving towards a 
tower which glowed on a plane of liquid gold. It must have been 
gratifying, Anselm thought, for the workers to have seen 
themselves with the gods. The artists seemed to have been inspired 
by the ceiling of the Austrian National Library, which was executed 
in 1730 by the painter Daniel Gran, who went on to devote his life 
to the decoration of monastic churches. Like Gran’s ceiling fresco, 
the luminous swirl that crowned the central chamber of Astoria’s 
library had sacralised the space. Its summit seemed to be touching  
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something divine. Was this a library or a place of worship, Anselm 
asked himself, his heart swelling with reverential awe. 
But although the ceiling inspired awe there was also 
something disturbing about it. Like the magic eye illustrations 
which used to appear in weekend papers, the ceiling gave Anselm 
the impression that it was concealing something from him, and as  
he followed the vortex of figures he felt like an ascetic on the verge 
of unveiling some awful truth. He grew dizzy. A moment later his 
heart sank in his chest, and feeling faint, he found a seat in a quiet 
adjoining room, where he took deep breaths and felt a lump 
forming in his throat, which developed into an uncharacteristic urge 
to cry. All of a sudden, he felt confused and ashamed of his 
emotion, and in this state he wandered for hours through the 
passageways of the library, which turned out to be as interminable 
as the descriptions he had read suggested. 
The first hall he entered in this shaken state was given over 
to travel writing, and within it, if the inscription at the entrance 
could be believed, readers could go anywhere without having to 
leave the library: ‘We carry within us’, the inscription proclaimed, 
‘all the wonders we seek without us: for within us we carry the 
prodigies of the Arctic and the Antarctic; of Africa, Asia, America, 
Europe, Oceania and the deep seas.’ In the state he was in, these 
words almost seemed to evoke the spacious hall, which was over a 
mile long and resembled an outsized wunderkammer, in which early 
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automobiles, aeroplanes and all manner of ships were on display, 
including a sixteenth century galley ship that was suspended from 
the rafters as though it were about to disappear through a lattice of 
frosted glass. Beneath this a motionless camel train ran the full 
length of the hall, on either side of which the book stacks were 
arranged. There were also places where travel agents had set up 
shops and stalls, so that readers could immediately arrange to travel 
to the places about which they were reading. This hall continued all 
the way to the waters of the port, and on the quay readers were 
booking berths aboard the passenger ships that docked there. 
Others were boarding trains that ran express to Astoria’s airport. 
It was midday by the time Anselm reached the docks, 
beyond which an impressive reclamation project was underway. 
The ocean had been pushed back behind an embankment of stone 
slabs, and a web of canals was branching its way through the 
reclaimed land. Anselm decided to explore the section of the 
library that adjoined the shipping yards. So he descended several 
flights of stairs and meandered through a tangle of low halls, within 
which a series of interiors and open spaces unfolded. He passed 
through a tavern, a high-vaulted Gothic library room, a summer 
house, and the vast fountained forecourt of a palace. Within this 
palace there was a throne room and a series of glittering halls and 
stairwells. There was also a laboratory, beneath which lay a 
honeycomb of connected rooms, and the fact that the atmosphere 
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was growing damp and the corridors more decrepit only swelled a 
sense of adventure that was slowly replacing the intense emotions 
he had just felt. As he proceeded, however, the halls grew 
increasingly squalid, and although many of the rooms were 
surprisingly well appointed, the whole atmosphere was shot 
thought with signs of neglect and decay. Only when he reached an 
inner gallery, however, did he work out where he was. Here the 
sound of moving bodies and the moans of people slaking desires 
echoed through the air and mingled with the smell of sweat and 
sex. Anselm considered turning back, but something was urging 
him on. The walls withdrew and he entered a vast, chaotic 
chamber, in which bookshelves had been pushed aside to make 
room for sprawling beds and low lounges, upon which those who 
were not reading were engaged in various sexual acts. Anselm 
realised that he had entered the erotic literature section. With wide 
eyes, he tried to make sense of his surroundings, wondering 
whether Edwards had wanted readers to explore these earthier 
sides of their selves, or if the section had been added some time 
after the founder had died. As Anselm pressed on he began to take 
an interest in the books being read. A robed man on a red lounge 
was reading Sade's Philosophy of the Bedroom; further on, a woman 
was engrossed in Sacher-Masoch’s Venus in Furs, and beside her on 
the bed, an older woman was leafing indolently through A Treatise 
on Sexual Practices in the East. On subsequent visits, Anselm found 
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poems that could bring people to climax, and he read works that 
Astorian lovers shared to heighten their desire. That day, however, 
as he continued, a couple to his right were nearing climax. Their 
eyes flashed when they saw him watching, and they collapsed into 
each other as he hurried past. To his left an orgy was going on in 
one of the far corners, and shadowy doorways and dank corridors 
promised darker pleasures. As he tried to leave, he stumbled into a 
network of halls lined with small windows through which he could 
watch, without being seen, all manner of perverse acts being 
performed. Further on, there were vast galleries of erotic poetry 
and prose, and there was even a temple room built to honour the 
Assyrian goddess Ishtar, where, for the benefit of male worshipers, 
young priestesses were being initiated into acts of prostitution and 
concubinage. 
Anselm approached a narrow stairwell that spiralled up to 
the level above, but before he reached it, he was distracted by a girl 
on a feathery bed. She was sleeping, and she was holding a book in a 
limp hand. From where Anselm was standing, he could not make 
out what it was, but to him at that moment it seemed to contain the 
keys to his most carefully concealed libidinal wishes and dreams. 
Suddenly, the girl on the bed began to stir, and as she stretched her 
legs, which made her buttocks quiver slightly, Anselm was 
hypnotised, and his trance deepened when she turned to expose a 
breast. Then, as though to draw him in, she parted her beautiful 
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legs, and touching herself lightly with the tips of her fingers she 
moaned. She was lying on her stomach and facing in the opposite 
direction, and Anselm was powerless to stop himself from 
gravitating towards her. He was suspended in a warmth that was 
flowing in her direction, and he would have flowed into her were it 
not for a mirror beside the bed. He was about to reach out for her 
when he saw the reflection of her face, but what he saw was more 
like a non-face, because her face had been erased. Sometimes, rising 
up through layers of troubled sleep, he had entered nightmares that 
aroused the same horror he now felt. She did not have a face, and 
staring at her non-face Anselm’s arousal turned to fear. So he fled, 
but the passageways kept returning him back to her: back to the 
very thing he was trying to escape from. Eventually, however, he 
found another stairwell that delivered him up to the level above. 
For some minutes Anselm could hear moans and screams 
rising up from below, but he was relieved to have that lust filled 
atmosphere behind him. He felt like a lewd piece of graffiti had 
been scrawled across his soul. Still unsettled, he looked around to 
see which section of the library he was in now. The aisles now 
meandered in a strange system of circles and spirals, and the 
shelves, which contained works by Hippocrates, Empedocles and 
Lucretius, did little to help him work out where he was. 
Occasionally, suited men passed with worried looks on their faces, 
but only when Anselm found a life-sized replica of Freud’s 
38 
 
consulting rooms in Vienna, full of handsomely bound books and 
figurines of ancient gods, did he conclude that he was in the 
psychology section of the library. The men in suits, he thought, 
must be in the process of treating their patients. Anselm wandered 
between dark polished shelves and through couched consulting 
rooms, where he saw practitioners and patients alike peeping 
through pin holes in the floor to catch glimpses of what was taking 
place on the far less cerebral floor below. 
Several hours later, Anselm found his way out of the vast 
psychology section, only to find that he was lost once again in what 
appeared to be archaeology. There were endless galleries filled with 
antiquities of every age, and while trying to return to the foyer, he 
entered a vaulted arcade in which a model of the tower of Babel 
stood in the centre of a high round room. The model, as Anselm 
later learned, had taken over three years to build, and over a 
hundred Astorian artisans had been involved in its construction. 
Authentic miniature bricks had been baked and shipped from the 
plains of Iraq, and a team of researchers had worked in close 
consultation with the craftsmen to ensure that the tower was as 
authentic as a scaled down version of the tower could be. Like the 
mythical tower, it had been left in an uncompleted state, and as 
such the scaffolding, the lifting machines and the outhouses for the 
workmen were all reproduced, and with incredible precision. In 
addition to this, the tower was teeming with clockwork men, and 
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through telescopes mounted on raised viewing platforms, visitors 
could see their tiny arms and legs labouring away. Comparing this 
model with other representations of the mythic tower, Anselm 
concluded that the one it most resembled was that of Pieter Bruegel 
the Elder. 
 
 
 
The tower of Babel, Anselm recalled, had been built by the 
inhabitants of Babylon, and its purpose, so the myth went, was to 
ascend to the heavens above. It was a story that had always troubled 
him. Here was poor, weak, mortal man trying to rise up and take 
charge of his destiny, and the tower was coming along nicely until 
their god paid it a visit. He strolled through the streets and 
surveyed the tower and said – according to the version Anselm had 
read as a child – If as one people speaking one language they have begun 
to do this, then nothing they plan to do will be impossible for them. Come, 
let us go down and confound their language, so that they may not 
understand one another’s speech. So God and his army of linguists 
multiplied the tongues, and what had, until then, been a united 
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people, were scattered over the earth, and the tower was 
abandoned. 
At school, Anselm had been so bothered by this story that he 
asked his teacher why God had thwarted the tower’s ascent. ‘The 
tower is a symbol of pride,’ she had said, ‘and pride is the worst sin 
of all.’ Even so, Anselm remained convinced that if the tower had 
been completed, then the world would, without a doubt, have been 
a better place. Because if they had completed the tower, then 
‘nothing would have been impossible for them’, and if this were 
indeed true, then perhaps, he concluded, hundreds of wars, 
plagues, epidemics and natural disasters could potentially have been 
predicted and subsequently prevented. Remembering all this, 
Anselm was put in mind of one of William Blake’s engravings 
depicting an angel’s wings being clipped by a bearded man. It 
would take a cruel man, Anselm thought, to clip a creature’s wings,  
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but it would take, he reasoned, an even crueller God to clip the 
wings of an entire people. 
This was not, however, the only problem Anselm had with 
the Babel story. He was also bothered by the fact that it seemed so 
out of place. One moment, the author of Genesis is writing about 
Noah’s sons and grandsons, and suddenly, as if there had been some 
kind of editorial blunder, the story of the tower of Babel rises up as 
if out of nowhere. Then without warning the reader is returned to 
Noah and his prolific progeny. Although what struck Anselm most 
about the scale model of the tower was that to him it looked like a 
library: a structure intended to reach the heavens with bricks, but 
also with knowledge. And this notion that the tower of Babel could 
also have been a library remained with him for the length of his 
residence in Astoria. It was, furthermore, a notion that followed 
him into the realm of sleep, because the tower began to appear to 
him in his dreams. 
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We build within ourselves stone 
On stone a vast haunted castle.v 
Vincent Monteiro, Vers sur verre 
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The night after Anselm first visited the Astorian Public Library, 
during which time he must have spent an hour before the library’s 
tower of Babel, he returned exhausted to the Hotel de Dieu, and 
fell into an undisturbed sleep in which he dreamed of entering the 
tower and wandering from room to room. But unlike his haphazard 
ramblings through the byways of the library, there was urgency to 
his unconscious exploration of the tower, a sense of purpose, a 
sense of pursuit that had him writhing in his sleep. Night after night 
he dreamed variations of the same dream. Some nights he travelled 
over green dream landscapes, the tower appearing on the horizon, 
bright and sandy in the sun. On other nights, he stood on the decks 
of ghostly ships, and the tower, its arches all open like eyes, would 
rise out of the sea. As he drew near, the sea would shimmer, the 
masts of ships would sway to and fro, animated people would ply 
their trades, and following a winding, well-worn path, he would 
enter the tower and wander through its interconnected rooms. 
When he woke from these dreams he was dehydrated and physically 
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fatigued, and try as he might he could never recall what it was he 
had been pursuing. 
According to Freud every dream represents the fulfilment of 
a wish: a repressed wish, which, in the dreaming, inevitably gets 
distorted. This dream-distortion allows dreams to resist 
interpretation, and indeed, no matter how hard Anselm tried to un-
distort his dream, the wish, if indeed there was one, that it 
represented remained elusive, and in eluding him it was invested 
with a threat which was hard to define. Rubbing sleep from his eyes 
after a full week of these of these wandering dreams, Anselm felt 
this threat retreat into a corner of the room as sunlight washed the 
blue of dawn out of the sky, while the tower, with its many 
chambers, began sinking through layers of liquid. Anselm watched 
it disappear into dark and dormant waters, where it would, he 
imagined, remain perfectly preserved. 
The sky closed in as Anselm made for the library later that 
day. Tightening his scarf against the wind and plunging his hands 
into his pockets, he quickened his pace as rain began falling and the 
library’s portico came into view. Trams surged down the High 
Street, and the rain swept by in blankets buffeting a statue of C. W. 
Edwards which stood in the centre of a paved square. The doors 
opened mechanically. The porthole of the library lay open, and 
entering it felt like entering the tower of Babel. 
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Anselm was half frozen as he re-entered the central chamber 
of the library, and remembering the nausea he had felt the first time 
he stood beneath that dome, he began to feel ill; the feverishness 
and faintness had returned, forcing him this time to retreat into in a 
quiet adjoining hall: a hall which took him, moments later, to the 
wing where the city’s history books were housed. Anselm breathed 
deeply as he entered and was soothed by the dry pulpy smell of 
paper, and with each breath he became more acclimatised to the 
atmosphere of ideas. Readers were seated sparsely among the desks 
and shelves, and despite the silence it felt like a great and quiet 
work was underway. A greenish light was seeping through a dome 
of frosted glass above, and as he waded into it he recognised the 
atmosphere into which he was walking: it was the same atmosphere 
into which his dream tower had descended. So it seemed 
appropriate that it was here that the city’s memory was being 
preserved. 
At the far end of an immense table a librarian was seated in a 
pool of lamp light, and he was so old, and his skin so transparent, 
that he looked like a gentle emanation of the lamp light itself. Only 
when Anselm was standing quite close to him did he raise his 
cloudy eyes to ask whether there was anything he required. Half an 
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hour later, Anselm was seated at an antique writing desk with a 
dozen books on the history of Astoria spread out before him. For 
most of the morning he was transported to a realm outside of time 
within which he saw the foundation stone of the library being laid 
and saw satellite libraries springing up like so many seedlings, and 
as the amniotic atmosphere reverberated into the past, he saw the 
people’s dreams reflected in the library’s changing face. One 
passage in particular excited Anselm’s imagination; it described 
how the library was opened up to the performing arts. So he spent 
the day writing, from a range of different sources, an account of 
this truly transformational event: 
In 1867 Edwards began to engage troupes of actors to 
entertain idle readers between lengthy sessions in the library. At 
first, stages were installed in several library buildings, but soon 
theatres, opera houses and grand pavilions were being built, and 
these new structures took the library in a profoundly new 
direction: a direction that some observers regarded as a threat to its 
primary function. It was not the performances, however, that 
changed the nature of the library forever. What altered it for all 
time was the result of a chance encounter through which Edwards 
conceived of yet another way to expand his world. 
This chance encounter occurred sometime after the lifeless 
body of King Ludwig II was found floating in shallow water on the 
surface of Lake Starnberg. News of the king’s death spread by  
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telegraph around the world, and for a time the papers were full of 
reports describing the event and predicting the effect it would have 
on the direction of Europe. Before long, books appeared which 
treated the matter in more depth, and soon biographies of the 
eccentric king had become worldwide bestsellers. Playwrights 
wrote plays telling of his hedonistic descent, and ballet and opera 
companies quickly set the dream king’s life to music. The city of 
Astoria was not immune to this burst of artistic endeavour, and 
neither was Edwards, who, one afternoon, found himself thumbing 
through a rather dry and disappointingly whitewashed account of 
Ludwig’s life. Edwards was seated in a wingback armchair in an 
underground chamber of the library, when, glancing up from the 
book in his hand, he saw Ludwig standing before him – a young 
Ludwig, dressed in uniform, and looking as he must have looked, 
when, at eighteen, his father’s early death compelled him to take 
the throne. Ludwig was standing to Edwards’ right beside a case of 
books, and he appeared to be engrossed in whatever it was he was  
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reading. Initially, Edwards thought that Ludwig was a projected 
apparition, but then he saw Ludwig check his fob and hurry from 
the room. Rousing himself, Edwards took off after this 
premonition: down a gas-lit aisle, up a stairwell, and through a side 
door that opened onto a square, at the end of which he saw Ludwig 
enter one of the new theatres. All became clear a moment later. 
The boy was a dancer in the Astorian Ballet Company, and owing to 
the fact that he bore so uncanny a resemblance to the king, he was 
to play him in a choreographed rendering of his life. 
So enchanted was Edwards by his own momentary confusion 
that he began to invite performers into the library after hours, and 
it was this invitation that changed the intrinsic nature of the library 
49 
 
forever, for it became common to see, by chance, the characters 
about whom one might be reading. So popular did this often 
confusing blurring of boundaries become that from then on the 
presence of characters in the library dramatically increased. Readers 
might see the cast of Marlowe’s The Tragical History of Dr. Faustus, 
including pope, cardinal, clown, Mephistophilis and Faustus 
himself, or they might see entire troupes of Shakespearean actors 
passing by. Nor was it uncommon to see the odd character who was 
still in the process of being invented. Yet the influx of these 
performers was not the only reason the library felt altered. Only 
now did readers themselves feel free to play with their own 
appearance, and to toy with other identities within the library’s 
book-lined aisles. The library became a place within which you 
could multiply yourself, where you could leave your identity at the 
door and chart a new course with another name. 
While Anselm was going back over what he had written, the 
room he was seated in slowly emptied out, and what took place as 
silence descended happened so quickly it almost escaped him. Out 
of the corner of his eye he saw a hazy figure in a door way. He spun 
around with a start, and, of course, the figure promptly dissolved, 
but Anselm was sure that in that moment he had seen a large black 
dog. If he had given it much thought, he might have guessed whose 
dog it was, but thinking nothing of it, he quickly brushed the 
fleeting impression aside. The next morning, however, in his 
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increasingly damp room in the Hotel de Dieu, as a milky warmth 
carried him down into a vale of sleep, Anselm saw the large black 
dog again, saw it disappearing into an aisle of high oak shelves. 
Often in dreams, two separate and distinct locations appear 
as one, and in this dream the Astorian Public Library was also the 
tower of Babel. Anselm followed this dream dog into an unfamiliar 
region of the library, and it must have really been moving because it 
receded and then disappeared. Anselm continued, nonetheless, 
down the aisle in his dream. He did not see the dog again, but he 
did find a piece of paper on the floor: a page that seemed to have 
just been torn out of a book, but for some reason he was unable to 
make out what it said. No matter how hard he tried his eyes refused 
to focus on the text. 
Half an hour later, after rushing a shower and throwing on 
yesterday’s clothes, Anselm was back in the library, following the 
course he had taken in the dream, which seemed to take him 
further and further into the past. Then he saw it. A torn page was 
being propelled along by a row of ventilation shafts, and on the 
underside of the page the following passage appeared: 
 
How fortunate it would have been for the people of Astoria had 
the last will and testament of Coleman Edwards not been so 
scrupulously adhered to. 
It is well known that before his death in 1924, Franz 
Kafka, the Czech novelist, penned a note to his dearest friend 
51 
 
requesting that all his unpublished writing be burned unread to 
the last page, believing as he did that demons were speaking 
through his work. Max Brod, the friend to whom this note was 
addressed, refused to comply, and as a result, three novels, a 
remarkable collection of short stories, Kafka’s diaries and 
hundreds of letters to his lover were preserved, and subsequently 
made available to the public. 
Twenty years before Kafka’s death, the lifeless body of 
Coleman Edwards was found in the central chamber of the 
library he designed, and he too requested that all of his personal 
effects be burned, which was why his travelling trunks and 
bureaus, his filing cabinets and chests of drawers were all 
emptied out and solemnly committed to the flames. It is for this 
reason that so little is known about our library’s founding father. 
Even the single book that he published is impossible to come by. 
It is even rumoured that the library staff are under orders to 
suppress it. The book was called The Living Water of the Word. 
Some claim that it ... 
 
This was where the faded ink and foxed paper came to an end. 
Anselm, for reasons that he did not quite understand, did 
everything he could to track this lost book down. He searched the 
catalogue for it, he consulted bibliographical treaties, he questioned 
librarians, but it seemed as though The Living Water of the Word had 
vanished, and now all that was left to testify to its existence was a 
string of faded words torn from an unknown book. 
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THE LIVING WATER OF THE WORD: 
THE DEATH POEMS OF COLEMAN WILLIAM EDWARDS 
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PROLOGUE 
 
Only by dissolving time and space 
and abandoning unity’s treacherous arts 
could I leave the sanitary shores of reason 
for the unholy heavens I sought. 
From library to library I travelled, 
through fixed and fluid forms, 
through forms ephemeral and fiery, 
and you may follow me if you will. 
But be warned, patient reader, 
that you proceed at your own risk. 
As I am a traveller, not a cartographer, 
and even I have been known to lose my way 
in this labyrinth of libraries. 
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THE LIVING LIBRARY 
 
In the library of Larsa readers 
meet men wearing only greatcoats 
and loosely-clad women performing 
lewd acts in the erotic literature section; 
they see groups of Bonapartists 
speaking in dark corners 
of the wing where the European 
history books are housed; 
and in the vast psychology section 
those of unsound mind search tirelessly 
for the cure of real and imaginary ills. 
As a traveller, I keep returning 
to the shelves of travel narratives 
and setting out from there 
toward the library’s far frontiers. 
Beyond the section pertaining to plant life, 
with its conservatories and gardens, 
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where books compete for space 
with garden beds and potted plants, 
there are arboretums, old growth forests 
and plantations of timber grown wild. 
Elsewhere, the maritime collection 
extends down to the coast, 
where a great port dispatches ships 
to the corners of the world. 
Ascending, one finds astrologers 
and astronomers watching the stars; 
while below, where the alchemical 
and mineralogical books are stored, 
miners ravage the earth, and explosions 
echo through the substratum. 
The library’s founder predicted 
its growth and its future needs, 
but it has been decades since his death, 
and since then so much has changed 
that the library is beginning to warp 
under the weight of so much knowledge, 
and its foundations are fracturing 
from all the activity underground. 
The library stands in need of new wings 
and administrative centres, but above all, 
a new cataloguing system is required. 
Restless readers have risen in revolt, 
with librarians as their leaders, 
while the patient await a messiah who, 
they believe, will bring new life. 
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All maintain, however, that altering 
the library will displace millions, 
inciting anarchy and violence 
among the many miles of books. 
Others believe that anarchy 
is a necessary evil, for they hold 
that its democratic nature 
will ensure the library survives. 
Did not our founder appear, 
they argue, as the old regime went down?  
I myself have little power in the library, 
but I continue travelling within it, 
because I know I will soon play a part 
in the changes which are at hand. 
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here space itself truly spoke, dreamed and gave birth to 
temporal formsvi 
Paul Valéry, Concerning a Throw of the Dice 
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1825  Sir Thomas Browne’s quietly written Religio Medici 
certainly influenced the direction of Edwards’ formative thoughts. 
It may even have been Browne’s work that drove Edwards to apply 
for a position as an apprentice in the same store where he first read 
those enigmatic lines: ‘We carry within us all the wonders we seek 
without us’. 
Shovelton & Storey traded in rare manuscripts and books, 
and so as an apprentice Edwards was exposed to works from all 
over the world, and this river of writing seemed, to him, to be 
generating worlds of its own. Edwards was made to feel part of a 
vast collective project, so as he stacked shelves, ran errands and 
mended damaged books, he came to wonder what was at the 
beginning and at the end of all this effort. What was the source of 
this river of writing, and where, if anywhere, did it flow? But these 
reflections remained superficial, until, at the end of his three-year 
term, he was posted to the Mesopotamian city of Baghdad, where 
his first assignment was to acquire the private library of a Sufi 
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Master who was so close to death that he had already begun to 
commune with the dead. It was a collection that could be traced 
back to the Mongol invasion of 1258. So Edwards’ twenty-first year 
saw him leaving London, the city of his birth, for the place that was 
said to have engendered man’s first tongue. 
 
 
 
Edwards sailed up the Tigris River in 1828, and from a 
distance the city’s buildings seemed to be reclining on a bed of 
green, and the old city wall, which stretched between a series of 
fortified towers, still had the power to transport visitors back to 
when Baghdad had been the mercantile and political heart of the 
Eastern World. Like most British subjects, Edwards first 
encountered Baghdad in his childhood, as the Arabian Nights had 
been introduced into bedrooms across Britain, and so for Edwards 
Baghdad remained a city that could be enclosed in the pages of a 
book. It was a city of camel trains and carpets, a city of turrets and 
towers, a city of sultans, sheikhs, shepherds, veiled virgins and 
60 
 
viands of wine. And this imagined Baghdad was more real to him 
than the Baghdad that lay before him. 
Within days Edwards had acquired the ailing Sufi’s book 
collection. So after freeing himself of his duties, he wandered off 
one warm night in the direction of the night bazaar, which, from 
the balcony of the residence that had been put at his disposal, could 
be seen in the light of lanterns which were swaying in a velvet 
breeze, so that the bazaar, from a distance, looked like an enormous 
magic carpet. Edwards wound his way through dozens of alleyways 
and lanes, and squeezed through a number of the narrow 
passageways that ran between them, and as he advanced his 
childhood dreams of enchantment brought the shadows to life. 
In the great bazaar the noise of buying and bartering was 
terrific, and Edwards’ eyes feasted on the diverse commodities on 
display. The aroma of pomegranates, grapes, figs and dates enriched 
the air, mingling with the smell of sweat, and the softer aromas of 
flat breads and skins of wine. These, in turn, gave way to clouds of 
spice and earthy fruit. But it was something less palpable that 
Edwards followed through the aromatic aisles. According to his 
nature, Edwards had sensed the presence of printed books, and sure 
enough, between an apothecary’s and the tent of a fortune teller, 
Ibn al-Nadim’s Book Emporium swayed gently in the breeze. 
Pulling a sheet of canvas aside, Edwards entered the 
bookseller’s dusty domain, and the first thing he saw was an old and 
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completely featherless parrot that was observing him with deep and 
penetrating eyes. Edwards returned its gaze. A moment’s silence 
followed. Then it opened its beak to share a few familiar words: ‘I 
think, therefore I am!’ it declared, looking Edwards in the eye, 
before turning around to remove a soft kernel from its shell. 
Whoever had trained the bird, Edwards thought, had an interesting 
sense of humour. In Descartes ‘beast-machine’ hypothesis, animals 
were machines incapable of rational thought. Yet here was an avian 
boldly turning Descartes’ words against him. Mulling over the 
implications of this philosophical riddle, Edwards saw a seated 
figure in a far corner of the room, a figure who was almost 
completely submerged in newspapers and books. It was the owner 
of the emporium. It was Ibn al-Nadim. 
Ibn al-Nadim had been buying and selling books in Baghdad 
for thirty years, and he could remember the face of every customer 
who had ever walked through his door. He had such a sharp 
memory that he often remembered things he had never known, and 
occasionally he even recalled events that were yet to occur. In this 
way, he was always on the lookout for books that had not been 
written, and he was also in the habit of using phrases not yet 
coined. His vocabulary included the names of inventions that had 
not been invented, of lands that were yet to be discovered, and of 
people who had not been born. But because he could not remember 
how he came by his information, people, including close members 
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of his own family, were inclined, more often than not, to take him 
for a fool. Their opinions, however, had long since ceased to 
concern him. He had children to feed, after all, and a successful 
business to run. If, however, his abilities occasionally netted him a 
profit, he took it philosophically: Allah, he reasoned, obviously 
wanted to reward Ibn al-Nadim. He was, nonetheless, unsettled by 
the fact that he remembered this foreigner’s face, but as usual, he 
just could not recall from where or when. So peering over the top 
of his paper through fragrant ribbons of sweet smelling smoke, he 
tried to ascertain what sort of customer this man was, waiting all 
the while for a chance to be of assistance. He took his time, though, 
for he liked to observe how his customers handled the books. He 
noticed where their eyes lingered and what the tips of their fingers 
touched. In bookshops, as he well knew, people reveal hidden sides 
of themselves. But Edwards’ movements confused him. This was 
not an ordinary reader. As he proceeded he seemed to absorb the 
contents of the emporium into himself. Ibn al-Nadim grew anxious. 
He took the smoking pipe out of his mouth. He coughed discreetly 
and rubbed a bloodshot eye with a yellow thumb. Finally, he 
frowned. ‘Is there anything I can help you with?’ he asked. But 
Edwards was lost in thought and did not hear. 
Ibn al-Nadim watched as Edwards turned the pages of the 
book in his hand. He could see that an intense interest had been 
ignited. Edwards seemed, furthermore, to be reading in the same 
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way a flame reads paper. So Ibn el-Nadim’s eyes focused in on the 
book in Edwards’ hands. It was a travelogue that had come into his 
possession some years ago, and in that time no one had so much as 
picked it up. Ibn al-Nadim, in fact, had shown little interest in it 
until now. Perhaps, Ibn al-Nadim thought, there was something 
about it he had overlooked. 
Its title was, quite simply, Sir John Mandeville’s Baghdad, and 
it purported to follow in the footsteps of the famous medieval 
explorer, while meditating on the changes that Baghdad had since 
undergone. But it was not exactly the travelogue that had caught 
Edwards’ eye. What caught his eye was a reference in a footnote at 
the bottom of page sixty-five to a book that Mandeville was said to 
have found in a Baghdad bookshop. The Living Water of the Word was 
its title, and as well as putting Edwards in mind of his earliest 
childhood memory, he also sensed that the title would tell him 
something about the source of language itself. 
Edwards reread the footnote, repeating the title of the book 
it cited: The Living Water of the Word. Where had he heard those 
words before? He let the words descend, but as they descended, a 
gust of wind blew through the bookshop. The canvass roof 
billowed, the ropes grew taut, and as hung lamps swung from side 
to side, shadows receded into corners and then advanced. Then all 
was still, and Edwards sensed the eyes of the bookseller on his back. 
So taking the travelogue to the counter, he asked Ibn al-Nadim if he 
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knew of the book it referred to. ‘The Living Water of the Word’, Ibn 
al-Nadim said with a knowing smile, ‘every few years someone asks 
about it, although I have never seen it myself.’ 
‘And what about the author of this travelogue?’ Edwards 
asked as he placed it on the counter. ‘Does he, by any chance, still 
live in Baghdad?’ 
‘Doctor Abrahams? Yes, he still lives here. He used to come 
by from time to time. Now he lives on Haifa Street, in the centre of 
Baghdad. I have not seen him lately, and I cannot recall his exact 
address, but if you go to the Citadel, just ask anyone over sixty. I 
am sure they will be able to point you in the right direction.’ 
‘And this price’, Edwards said, pointing to the scrawl on the 
book’s title page. ‘Is this the best you can do?’ 
‘This is not a common book,’ Ibn al-Nadim explained. ‘It is 
a bargain at the price it is: first edition, beautifully bound and in 
excellent condition. I am afraid it would be unconscionable of me 
to take less than fifteen.’ 
Edwards paid and made for the door, where the parrot was 
still on its perch. 
‘Cogito ergo sum!’ it exclaimed. ‘Cogito ergo sum!’ 
Making further enquiries at a tea house on Haifa Street, 
Edwards was directed to the third floor of a gloomy Ottoman 
building. The courtyard was deserted, so Edwards climbed a flight 
of stairs unannounced, pushing through air so stale he doubted 
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whether anyone still lived there. Three flights up, two doors faced 
each other across a landing. He knocked on the door to his left. 
Then he tried the door to his right. All was still, but just as he was 
about to leave, he heard the movement of a chain within. A 
moment later, the door to his left was cautiously opened, and an 
old man appeared in the gap between the door and the doorframe. 
He had worn slippers on his feet and a thick walking stick in his 
hand, and seeing that his eyes were a milky white, Edwards thought 
of Homer and Milton and of the philosopher Democritus, who all 
saw more clearly once they had been dispossessed of their sight. 
‘Can I help you?’ the old man asked. 
‘Are you Doctor Abrahams?’ Edwards replied. 
‘I am,’ the doctor said. 
From his manner, Edwards sensed that the exchange would 
be a short one. 
‘I want to ask you about a book you once referred to in your 
work’, Edwards said, as he placed the copy of Sir John Mandeville’s 
Baghdad in the author’s hands. The old man measured its weight 
and felt the texture of its binding. Then he brought it up to his hairy 
nostrils and inhaled. For a moment all of his uneasiness 
disappeared. 
‘Things have changed in Baghdad since I wrote this,’ 
Abrahams finally said. ‘But please come in. What is it you wanted 
to know?’ Edwards followed him down the hall and into a cool and 
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windowless room, in which a candle was burning on a table 
covered with books. Abrahams gestured for Edwards to sit down, 
and sitting opposite him, he produced a device like a telescope, 
only smaller, and holding it unsteadily to his left eye, he continued 
to scrutinise the book. Occasionally, he stopped and smiled to 
himself, but soon he was taking Edwards through Baghdad’s 
chequered past. Abrahams recalled, as though he had been there, 
the founding of the city in 762, after which it remained the seat of 
the Abbasid caliphs. He recalled the subsequent sacking of the city 
by the Mongol armies in 1258, when the contents of the libraries 
were cast into the Tigris forming a causeway over which invading 
soldiers could cross. Then he went on to speak of fires and floods 
and other foreign invasions. Dr Abrahams, Edwards discovered, 
was a living, breathing archive, so several hours passed before he 
asked again about the book that had prompted his visit. 
‘In one of your footnotes you refer to a book I am trying to 
find. Do you still have a copy of The Living Water of the Word?’ he 
asked. 
‘The Living Water of the Word’, Abrahams said. ‘Now that was 
an interesting book. Never could tell where it was produced, or by 
whom. Of course, rumours were rife at the time. Some thought it 
referred to a secret library. This city, you see, is full of mystical 
schools and hermetic orders. There were also those who thought it 
was just the work of an unsound mind.’ 
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‘Have you read it?’ Edwards asked. 
‘It was in a chest of books that came to me through a friend 
who was a great lover of books. But it was only in my possession 
for a day before it was stolen. There were not many people whom I 
imagined would have been interested in such a book. I made 
enquiries, but sadly the book was never returned.’ 
‘What did it look like?’ Edwards asked. 
‘It was a small leather-bound volume bound by a 
bookmaking family in Beirut, and the calligraphy was of an order I 
have never seen since.’ 
‘Did you read it before it was stolen?’ 
‘I did not even see the title page. But I am sure you must 
know that you are not the first to come asking about it.’ 
‘How many others have there been?’ Edwards asked. 
‘A dozen, maybe more.’ 
‘And have you heard word of the book through them?’ 
‘Nothing,’ Dr Abrahams replied, ‘which is why I think that 
The Living Water of the Word has been cursed. No one who has ever 
come asking about it have I ever seen again.’ 
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THE LIBRARY OF LOST WORDS 
 
When, as a youth, I first entered 
the ancient city of Ur, 
the commotion afoot as I proceeded 
suggested a calamity was at hand. 
I was told that the nation of Ea 
was marching against the language of Ur, 
and already communities of words 
were preparing for the attack. 
Young words were helping old words 
into secret shelters; whole libraries 
were forced to evacuate to the hills; 
forgotten collections of words 
were cowering in glazed cases, 
and formations of words were fleeing 
by air and by road across the border. 
At dusk, columns of soldiers with 
flaming torches encircled the city; 
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and as the evening star broke through, 
burning orbs of pitch rained down  
on public buildings and private houses. 
They fell on hospitals, where rows 
of newborn words were sleeping; 
they fell on museums, where ancient words 
were preserved in glass displays; 
and they fell on quiet streets, 
where common words lived long and 
peaceful lives. Now, gasping for air, 
they screamed as flames consumed them. 
Running into the howling night, 
I saw the library in flames, 
and rising in pillars of smoke 
were columns of weightless words, 
ascending, only to descend again, 
before disintegrating on flagstones, 
or floating feather-like through 
the burnt-out roofs of ruined homes. 
I tried to catch them as they fell, 
but they crumbled as they landed, 
and I knew that they were words 
that were being seen for the last time. 
Soldiers entered the city at dawn 
to round up the survivors, 
and anyone seen as a threat 
was executed on the spot 
or taken to camps and compounds 
where their cries could not be heard. 
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With difficulty, I smuggled 
a chest of books across the border, 
and I promised the broken words 
I encountered on the plains of Heth 
that I would deliver my charges 
into the library of my own people, 
where they would speak of the eloquence 
of Ur and of its gentle ways. 
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VII 
 
 
 
 
 
A book must be the axe for the frozen sea within us.vii 
Franz Kafka from a letter to Oskar Pollak 
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As the treacly scent of autumn leaves grew thin in the gusty air, 
monumental cloud formations gave way to a sheet of steely grey. So 
it was good to be inside, insulated against the cold by book stacks, 
and as it was always a touch overheated it was like reading in a 
warm cocoon – an enclosed space which was ideal for dreams of 
transformation and flight. The librarian Anselm met in the history 
section of the library gave him the odd recommendation from time 
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to time, and one of his recommendations was a book by Sir John 
Mandeville known as The Travels. 
Throughout the Middle Ages, Sir John Mandeville was the 
most well-known traveller in Europe, and the account he left of his 
travels made its way into many of the world’s greatest libraries. 
Mandeville claimed to have left England in 1322 and to have 
returned thirty-four years later, after visiting the Holy Land and 
then travelling all the way to the isle of Sumatra. It took until the 
seventeenth century for subsequent travellers to discredit his 
claims. For when the two-headed geese of Sri Lanka, the wild 
horned men of India, the dog men of the Nicobar Islands and the 
hermaphrodites of the Andaman Islands all failed to materialise, The 
Travels, as Mandeville’s account was called, was written off as a 
well-crafted hoax or as a work of the imagination. It is impossible 
to know with any certainty whether Mandeville actually travelled;  
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but if he never travelled, then where did he go? Some believe that 
he never left his library. 
Anselm could certainly sympathise with a library bound Sir 
John, and perhaps this was why, despite the change of season, he 
decided to extend his stay. Thus began one of the most peaceful and 
stimulating months of his life. He was reminded of how he felt 
midway through high school, when a fever, which no doctor was 
able to identify, kept him confined to his room for almost a year. 
While convalescing, he kept a record of every book he read, and as 
he let curiosity and coincidence guide his choice of reading, this list 
soon included novels, plays and collections of short stories, as well 
as works of biography and philosophy, and works on psychology 
and the arts. Reading over this list when it resurfaced some years 
later, Anselm deemed it a completely random and disconnected 
selection of texts, and he wondered what had led him with such 
mounting interest from book to book. While convalescing, he was 
convinced that all of his reading was leading him somewhere. He 
saw every book as a potential clue to some as yet unknown riddle. 
But as his strength returned a dull residue settled over his 
experience of reading, until, eventually, the books he read hardly 
moved him at all. He would read them, and comprehend them, but 
none of them would change him. His health returned, but he was 
conscious of something having gone astray. Only now, in the 
hushed atmosphere of the Astorian Public Library, did he feel the 
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same mounting interest rising within him again. Again, he sensed 
that the books he read were taking him somewhere; again curiosity 
and coincidence were acting as his guides. 
But curiosity, that insidious desire to know and to learn, and 
coincidence, that convergence of events as though by chance, are 
not always the safest and most sympathetic guides. Both can work 
to our disadvantage; both have malevolent sides; both are alluring; 
and both can open us up to strange seductions. Curiosity, according 
to some religious definitions of the word, is an enquiry into 
anything the creator has concealed – it has even been described as 
spiritual adultery of the soul. Then there was coincidence, which 
had seductive dangers of its own. Was it just coincidence, for 
instance, that Anselm was born on the third of June, the same date 
on which the founder of Astoria’s library died? The chance of two 
dates coinciding was one in three hundred and sixty five – not all 
that unlikely as far as probabilities go. But in Astoria, this 
coincidence took on weight and meaning, and lodged itself in a 
narrow corner of Anselm’s mind, where it became an entity around 
which all manner of ideas began to revolve. Anselm grew more 
curious about the book that the founder of the library had written, 
and it was while searching for it in the book stalls of the city’s 
Eastern Market that he met an Astorian girl who seemed to know 
where Edwards book might be. 
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She was seated in a quiet stall, reading a paperback book, 
and without success Anselm strained his eyes to make out what she 
was reading. She seemed not to notice him as he made his way 
haltingly towards her, book by book, running fingers down spines 
and absently reading random lines. He became both interested in, 
and jealous of, whatever it was she was reading. So standing behind 
her, pretending to take an interest in the book in his hand, he 
peered over her shoulder and read from the top of a well-thumbed 
page: ‘I gazed farther and farther out to sea,’ he read, ‘to where the 
darkness was thickest and where there extended a cloudbank of the 
most curious shape, which I could barely make out any longer, the 
rearward view, I presume, of the storm that had broken over 
Southwold in the late afternoon. For awhile, the topmost summit 
regions of this massif, dark as ink, glistened like the icefields of the 
Caucasus —’. As Anselm read, the girl sensed that a voyeuristic 
reader was standing behind her. But instead of turning to face him, 
she raised her eyes until she could see his reflection in a glazed case. 
Moments later, when Anselm looked up from the book in her hand, 
he was startled to see the girl’s face staring at him from the plate of 
glass. It was as if her face was frozen somewhere on the icefields of 
the Caucasus. Darkening glaciers groaned as their eyes reached 
deeper and deeper, and Anselm got the impression that this girl was 
letting him see her. She was drawing her veils aside, and within 
seconds he felt he knew exactly who she was. He also felt 
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something beginning to stir in a distant place: a place so far away 
that he had almost forgotten that it existed. There was pain there – 
a pain that, until that moment, he had been unaware of – but there 
was also a softness and a warmth, and he shuddered at the thought 
of that place opening its doors. Then the girl’s expression softened 
into a questioning smile. 
‘Do you know this book?’ she asked, looking amused as she 
turned the book to face him. 
‘I’m afraid not’, Anselm admitted. 
‘Well, you should,’ the girl replied as she handed it to him, 
while taking another paperback from a leaning tower of books 
beside her. 
As Anselm leafed through it he began to experience a feeling 
of falling. He fell headlong into a description of a catalogue of 
remarkable books, which the author suspected was largely a 
product of the compiler’s imagination. It included, among other 
things, a treatise on the shadows cast by our thoughts, and a 
submarine herbal which described all the plant life under the sea. It 
also described many texts and artefacts formerly thought to have 
been lost, and for some reason this imaginary library and the 
icefields of the Caucasus merged in Anselm’s mind and attached 
themselves to the dark-haired girl before him. 
Her name, which put Anselm in mind of moving water, was 
Clara, and she was a student of literature and art. She had shoulder 
78 
 
length black hair, a smile that was always asking questions and blue 
eyes that reminded Anselm of the Blue Period paintings of Pablo 
Picasso: paintings of acrobats, beggars, boxers and beer and absinth 
drinkers, who all appear to be eternally sunk in the atmosphere of 
their emotion, and Anselm sensed she was full of a substance that 
might leak into him and unhinge him. 
He read to the end of the passage which described the 
catalogue of remarkable books. 
‘It is beautifully written,’ he said, ‘but it’s actually 
something else I am after’. 
‘What would that be?’ Clara asked. 
‘I am looking for a book by Coleman Edwards called The 
Living Water of the Word.’ 
‘Let me see’, Clara said, apparently scanning a catalogue in 
her head. ‘I’ve got nothing on Coleman Edwards, but …’ and she 
paused, while searching Anselm’s face for signs of an unsound 
mind. Finding none, she smiled politely and continued. 
‘What are you doing tonight?’ she asked. 
‘I have nothing planned’, Anselm replied. 
‘Well, when I close the stall I have to get all these books 
back home, and my father has one of Astoria’s largest private 
libraries. Perhaps among his books you will find what you need. If 
you come back at five, you can help me load the boxes into the 
car.’ 
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A few hours later, on their way to her father’s house, Clara 
careered onto the ring road, and exited central Astoria, heading 
east through dreary suburbs interspersed with cream coloured 
shopping malls and grey industrial estates. Soon, however, the 
monotony of traffic lights, gas stations and cheap brick houses gave 
way to vineyards, olive groves, flower farms and established 
gardens. Then the line of a wooded mountain range hovered into 
view, and a sheet of cloud wafted down to rest on its misty peak,  
 
 
 
giving the impression that by taking the mountain road you could 
drive into the sky. The late afternoon sun hung white and low in the 
sky, and as it sank from view they entered the coolness of the 
foothills. The road meandered and climbed through wide green 
gullies, and Anselm realised that these were the mountains he had 
seen from the plane the day he arrived. Then as he was wondering 
where Clara was taking him, and admiring how she handled the car, 
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she braked gently, doubled the clutch, swung off the main road, 
and sped down a drive leaving a long trail of dust in the semi-
darkness. 
Her father’s house stood on a steep slope, completely 
hidden from the main road, and when Anselm got out of the car the 
freshness of the air put him at ease. 
‘Nice place,’ Anselm said when he saw the rambling outline 
of the house. ‘Did you grow up here?’ he asked. But instead of  
 
 
 
answering, Clara thrust a full box of books into his arms, and with a 
spring in her step she led the way down an overgrown path to the 
door. 
Inside, the house looked like no one had lived there for a 
while. Light leaked out of a lamp onto leaves that had blown in 
under the door, and through the living room windows the lights of 
Astoria flickered dimly in the distance. A candelabrum, on which 
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stalactites of wax were hanging low, was standing in the middle of a 
dining table in the centre of the room, while the smell of timber 
boards mingled with esters released from the forest by the recent 
rain. They unloaded the car like children settling into a holiday 
house for the summer. 
‘It’s a beautiful house’, Anselm said, after they had finished 
unloading the car. ‘Do you live here?’ he asked, as he lowered 
himself into an armchair. 
‘Unfortunately not,’ she said, ‘but I try to come up here 
whenever my father is not here. It is so peaceful. It is the only place 
I know I can relax.’ 
‘So you don’t get along with him?’ 
‘I think God made me my father’s daughter just to test me.’ 
‘So what is he like?’ Anselm asked. 
‘Well, to begin with, he thinks he was put on this earth to 
give me advice, and he wants me to work for him and to learn the 
ins and outs of the antiquarian book trade, whereas I would rather 
enjoy books than obsess over what they are worth. Only mildly 
psychotic men have time for that.’ 
‘But you were selling books today?’ Anselm pointed out. 
‘For me selling books is strictly a weekend affair,’ Clara 
replied. ‘My father is abroad a lot, and he sends books home from 
all over the world: first editions and manuscripts and a few early 
printed books. Anyway, several months ago, he sent a whole library 
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back from Boston, and he asked me if I could help him to get rid of 
all the ‘trash’, which to him just means anything that has no place in 
his collection. So every Sunday, I take a car load and try to move as 
much as I can. I love it actually. Once I set up the stall I can just 
drink coffee and read.’ 
‘And what do you read?’ Anselm asked. ‘I mean, who are 
your favourite authors?’ 
‘Well, at the moment, my favourite writer is a relatively 
unknown Portuguese poet. He was a nature poet who inspired a 
group of talented protégées, many of whom came to think of him as 
their master. My favourite poem of his, if you are interested, comes 
from a book called The Keeper of Sheep, and without affectation or 
self-consciousness, she began to recite from memory:  
 
I’m a keeper of sheep. 
The sheep are my thoughts 
And each thought a sensation. 
I think with my eyes and my ears 
And with my hands and feet 
And with my nose and mouth. 
 
To think a flower is to see and smell it, 
And to eat a fruit is to know its meaning. 
 
It was a poem, Anselm soon discovered, that described Clara’s 
philosophy of life. She believed, that is, that the only reality was 
what came to her through her senses, and she had little time for 
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anything that took her too far from them. In pursuing abstractions, 
she felt, you came too close to pursuing nothing at all. There was 
something, Anselm thought, cool and logical in her reasoning: 
something so pragmatic that it was little wonder that she admired 
this most pragmatic of poets. 
‘And while you are reading and relaxing at work,’ Anselm 
asked, ‘do you make enough to get by?’ 
‘I do alright, I guess. I made a few hundred dollars today. 
But after work what I really look forward to is a beer. Are you 
thirsty?’ she asked disappearing into the kitchen. 
As soon as she was out of sight, Anselm took in his 
surroundings. It was a large living room, arranged tastefully and 
with restraint. There was a roll-top bureau in a corner; bookcases 
and art work lined the walls; and the rooms and halls were lit with 
lamps that did not flood the living space with too much light. 
Opposite Anselm was a leather lounge, and he was sitting in its 
matching armchair. The house was stylish, but unpretentious, and it 
spoke of life lived a long way from the world of fast food and TV. 
‘What do you do up here?’ Anselm asked as Clara returned 
with a bottle and glasses. 
‘I read mostly. Up here I can really get lost in a book. In 
Astoria there are always dozens of voices vying for my attention, 
but the silence up here really brings what I read to life.’ 
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She poured the beer into the glasses, and after just one sip 
Anselm felt a mechanism begin to unwind. 
‘None of my friends have been up here’, Clara said as she 
gazed at the city lights. ‘In fact, I am still not sure why I brought 
you here. I guess something about you tells me that you will treat 
this place with respect. But, anyway,’ she continued, taken aback 
by her own announcement, ‘let me show you the library, and we 
will see about that book you were asking about.’ 
Taking an unlit candle in one hand, and a beer glass in the 
other, Clara led Anselm down a corridor and into an unlit room. As 
she guided him through the dark, Anselm could feel her fingers 
around his wrist. Then she took the glass from his hand. He heard it 
being placed on a nearby table. And standing there in the darkness, 
unsure of his surroundings, not knowing which way to move, he 
found himself kissing and being kissed. 
A moment later, a candle wick flared and a private library 
loomed up around them, all velvety at the edges and the colour of 
boxwood honey. Old polished cabinets glinted. There were books 
on long shelves and on display. 
‘Come over here’, Clara said, leading Anselm to a low table. 
‘This book is my father’s favourite’, she said, raising the candle for 
Anselm to see. It was a book bound in white vellum with elegant 
woodcut illustrations, and as Clara flicked through its pages scenes 
from antiquity flickered by. Clara stopped at an illustration of two 
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figures in a Roman chamber. They had their arms around each 
other and they were locked in a heated kiss. The text was in Latin, 
and in a whisper Clara began to translate: 
 
I took courage 
and offered 
to his still pale lips 
a lascivious and intoxicating kiss, 
then we joined 
and wound ourselves 
in amorous embraces … 
 
Under the spell her words cast, Anselm took Clara by the 
hand. She moved closer. He kissed her cheek where it curved to 
meet her ear. Then as rain began to fall through the canopy of the 
forest, and as the distant lights of Astoria grew dim and 
disappeared, he kissed her lips, and they got lost in the illusions 
they had of each other. 
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THE LIBRARY OF LEAVES 
 
After weeks of hard travel, 
a mountain range rose around me. 
I entered its green foothills, 
leaving the plains of Heth behind. 
Climbing through thickening foliage, 
I came upon an abandoned city: 
a city of grey stone steps that 
wound their way up the mountainside. 
The largest building was a library; 
part of its roof had fallen in, 
and its books, or what was left of them, 
resembled blocks of weathered wood. 
As I proceeded through its high halls, 
the architecture grew indistinct: 
the vaulted ceiling was replaced with verdure; 
marble columns twisted into trees; 
fragrant air blew through the stacks; 
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and gold leaf titles glinted 
in gentle shafts of liquid light. 
So as I advanced, I saw the library 
transformed into a forest. 
Further on I noticed people 
observing me through the trees. 
Curious, polite, shy and not without humour, 
they watched me pass. I watched them too. 
But only later did I learn what these 
mountain dwellers had done. 
They had travelled, one and all, 
into the works of their imagination, 
abandoning the corporeal world 
for a life woven of the mind. 
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VIII 
 
 
 
 
 
There are still souls for whom love is the contact of two 
poetries, the fusion of two reveriesviii 
Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Reverie  
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1828  While Edwards was making enquiries in all the book 
emporiums of Baghdad, Dr Abraham’s admonition kept echoing in 
his ears: ‘No one who has ever come asking about it have I ever 
seen again.’ The Living Water of the Word: what sort of book was it, 
Edwards wondered, and although he asked dozens of scribes, 
librarians and booksellers about it, months later, he was no closer 
to tracking the text down. One evening, however, while drinking 
tea with Ibn al-Nadim, the owner of the book emporium with 
whom he had become friends, it was suggested that a book entitled 
The Living Water of the Word may have been about one of the region’s 
pre-Islamic gods. 
‘The Mesopotamians’, he informed Edwards, ‘worshiped a 
god of fertile waters, a god of both the Tigris and the Euphrates – 
rivers that carry soil from distant mountains to the Persian and 
Babylonian plains. It is from the confluence of these rivers that Ea is 
said to have emerged. 
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‘Ea was a fish god, a creator, a king of the watery deep, and 
like other anthropomorphic deities of mythic imagination, he was a 
hybrid: part deity, part animal, part man. He had the tail of a fish 
and the feet and legs of a human being, and he was said to have built 
the world as an architect builds a house. Architecture was therefore 
one of the many arts that he advanced, but he was also an artisan, an 
agriculturalist, a mathematician and a master of magic, and as such 
he was the inventor of spoken and written words, because in early 
cultures speaking and writing were always aligned with magic. In 
Abrahamic myth, for instance, it was with words that a god gave 
birth to the world: Let there be light … Let there be a firmament 
… Let the waters be gathered together … From the magical mouth 
of a god, words conjured a whole world. Ea is also said to have had 
a magical ability with words. Perhaps The Living Water of the Word 
speaks of a god who emerged from the Tigro-Euphrates Valley,’ Ibn 
al-Nadim suggested as he added a spoon-full of sugar to his tea. 
Intrigued by this correspondence between fertile water and 
fertile words, Edwards spent months consulting books in Baghdad’s 
colonial libraries, translating texts and collecting metaphors that 
revealed the degree to which language was linked to effluvial flows. 
At this time, he discovered a related myth which described the 
earth’s creation. Ea’s son, the powerful Marduk, slew the goddess 
Tiamat, and divided up her corpse to fashion the earth and sky and 
sea, and it is from her eye sockets that the Tigris and the Euphrates 
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rivers flow. Reflecting on this myth, Edwards saw death and 
language flowing together, and he saw poetic images born and 
living within a watery world. He remembered that when he was an 
apprentice for Shovelton and Storey, warehouses of books put him 
in mind of rivers running to the sea and enriching and fertilizing 
everything they passed. Just as the Tigris and the Euphrates had 
fertilized Mesopotamia, the role of language was to fertilize 
Mesopotamias of the mind. 
Language, however, Edwards mused, was not always fertile 
and free. Man was always attempting to fix its ebbs and flows. 
Engaged in these reflections, Edwards watched the Tigris flowing 
beside him. Then letting his eyes wander over the stone bridges of 
Baghdad, then over the date palms and the domes and the ageing 
minarets, beyond which the desert lay like an enigma in a dream, 
his mind turned to the cities which lay buried across its breadth, the 
locations of which were only just beginning to come to light. Cities 
like Erida, Uruk, Ashur and Akkad had all been abandoned by the 
living waters of the word, leaving nothing but husks and shells and 
pieces of pottery behind. Edwards knew that at that very moment 
there were a dozen sand buried cities in the process of being lifted 
out of the ground, and with them words that had been lost for 
thousands of years were blinking in the sunlight and beginning to 
breathe again. 
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Edwards went on to take part in several archaeological 
expeditions, which is how, one night, he came to be encamped by 
the ruins of an ancient city: the most infamous and maligned ancient 
city of them all. For centuries prophets and poets had sewn the salt 
of their curses into its soil. Babylon, they wrote, will share the fate 
of Sodom and Gomorrah. It will never be inhabited. Shepherds will 
refuse to make their fold there. Wild desert beasts will lie there, 
and the houses will be full of doleful creatures. The ruins of 
Babylon lay a little over fifty miles south of Baghdad, and where 
there was once a thriving metropolis with fortifications and tiled 
façades, with temples, theatres, orchards and green gardens in the 
sky, there was now nothing but mounds of sand, dry rubble and 
debris. The rich waters of the Euphrates, which had once brought 
the desert to life, had since moved west and left the illustrious city 
to a dusty death. 
Earlier that day, the expedition to which Edwards was 
attached made a preliminary survey of the site. All day, as they 
worked, their daydreams erected towers and planted gardens, but 
as night fell the site became ominously still, as cloudbanks shifted 
and the constellations went out one by one. A cold and lifeless 
darkness crept into their carpeted tents. So to pass the time and to 
comfort each other, they entertained each other with stories. The 
last man to speak was an Arab who looked like a desert jinn – the 
sort of jinn who are said to inspire Arabian poets in the night – and 
93 
 
it was in an Arabic that seemed not to have changed for thousands 
of years that he told the cautionary tale of the great tower that fell, 
the ruins of which most of the men had made sketches of that day. 
But as Edwards followed the rhythm of the Arab’s rustic voice, he 
fell asleep and dreamed that he was surveying the ruins once again. 
In his dream, he began to circumnavigate the tower, which in the 
ether of the dream stood in its completed form before him. 
Edwards, however, recognising the strange work of his 
subconscious, became fully aware of the fact that he had slipped 
into the folds of a dream; but who within the beckoning world of a 
dream ever wants to wake up? Edwards wound his way around the 
tower in the moonlight, and perhaps owing to the intrusion of the 
Arab’s ancient voice, Edwards knew that he was climbing the 
conical tower of man’s first tongue. Reaching the top of the tower, 
he stopped and put his ear to the wind – an ancient wind he had 
heard a camel driver refer to as the Sherki – and as he stood there 
he heard the plaintive sound of a child crying. As he tried to make 
out where the wailing was coming from, Edwards looked up and 
saw a boy descending on a night coloured carpet, which eventually 
came to rest beside a dried out river bed. 
There is a myth connected with the ruins of Babel’s tower, 
which holds that a curse will be on anyone who passes a night by its 
base. Those who sleep there, so the story goes, will forget 
everything they know. Edwards did not lose his memory, but he 
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did forget his dream, until it resurfaced some months later as he 
was passing the ruins of a domed Ottoman bath house in Baghdad. 
In the silence that followed the midday call to prayer, Edwards 
heard a familiar wailing on the wind, and as it circled through the 
streets he remembered his desert dream. As he followed this 
wailing through Baghdad’s dusty streets—across bridges, up and 
down stairwells, through countless squares and courtyards—he 
seemed to be passing into ever older sections of the city. He 
reached a place near the river where the people of the city came to 
bury their dead, and at the water’s edge Edwards finally saw the 
source of all that sorrow. 
On the bank of the river, Edwards saw a boy on a dry dun 
coloured mat. He was crying as he prayed, and his tears were so full 
of lament that they were somehow also words. He was facing east, 
and he was dressed in muddy rags, but the voice he was raising up 
to God was liquid gold. Edwards was touched, and as he 
approached, a few lines from a Persian poem dislodged themselves 
and hung in the air: 
 
There are such helpers in the world, who rush to save 
anyone who cries out. Like Mercy itself, 
they run toward the screaming. 
 
Edwards knelt down and laid a hand on one of the boy’s slumped 
shoulders. 
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‘Are you all right?’ Edwards asked, as a tear coursed down 
the boy’s left cheek. 
As it fell, it filled with light, and when it exploded on the 
mat beneath him, Edwards noticed that the mat was not a mat at 
all. It was an old book that had been unbound and sewn crudely 
back together. 
‘Where are you from?’ Edwards asked. 
‘I am a runaway slave’, the boy announced, ‘a runaway slave 
from the library of King Mnemosyne.’ 
Edwards thought he remembered reading a description of 
this fabled library. So he knew, or at least he thought he knew, to 
what the boy was referring. King Mnemosyne’s mansion had been a 
minor wonder of the ancient world. Situated in the Alban hills 
beside the lake of Nemi, it was said to have had a thousand rooms 
and a garden full of sculptures that meandered down to the lake, 
but it was the library that had captured the Roman imagination. 
Slavery was common among the Romans of the day, and as well as 
carrying out menial work, slaves were often trained to entertain 
their masters. And as physicians often prescribed reading as exercise 
for the mind, it was common for slaves to recite to their often 
semi-literate masters. King Mnemosyne was a retired soldier who 
had grown rich on the spoils of war, and to dispel the shadow of his 
guilt he had committed himself to the construction of an unseen 
world. What was most remarkable about his estate was not his 
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mansion or its gardens. What carried his name to the empire’s edge 
was his library of living books. 
It was his custom to have slaves trained to recite to him at 
his table, and each of his slaves had a given text by heart. But 
thousands of years had passed since then. Edwards pressed the boy 
for more information. 
‘You have not heard of King Mnemosyne?’ the boy replied. 
‘The King in whose library books live and breathe as men?’ 
Edwards was going to press him for more information, until 
he noticed how pale he had grown. 
‘When did you last eat? he asked. 
‘Five days ago,’ the boy said. 
‘Well come with me,’ Edwards said, and after helping him 
up he watched as the boy rolled up his mat of patchwork pages. 
Clouds gathered overhead as they reached Edwards’ front 
gate, and rain was falling on the tiles of the courtyard as they 
crossed it. They descended a flight of stairs and entered an 
underground room called a Sirdab, where the residents of Baghdad 
spent the hottest hours of the day. After the sultry heat, the Sirdab 
was like a pool of water at night, and Edwards noticed that it had a 
calming effect upon the boy. A single peal of thunder rolled around 
the room, and then there was a lull in which nothing could be heard 
but muffled rain. 
97 
 
A meal and a jar of wine had been left on a low table, and as 
the boy fell upon the food, Edwards unrolled the dun coloured mat. 
With some effort, he started to translate the faded text, and it was 
not long before he realised what he was reading. Before him, like a 
miniature landscape, lay Homer’s Odyssey. Edwards was reading a 
copy of one of the greatest epics of the ancient world. Even with his 
knowledge of old manuscripts he could only guess at what it would 
be worth. Perhaps there was something in what the boy had said, he 
reflected. Sitting on a carpet beside a low table, Edwards poured 
himself a cup of wine. Then he lit a single candle that set a portion 
of the table aglow, and as the wine made Edwards thoughts grow 
soft and supple, the boy finished eating and began to tell Edwards of 
his past. 
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THE LIBRARY OF REMEMBERED BOOKS 
 
The library of remembered books 
begins at the base of a steep incline, 
where an iron gateway stands 
among coils of creeping vines. 
Beyond the gateway, a path climbs 
through an avenue of arching branches, 
before opening onto an ornamental 
lake that reflects the sky. 
Further on, a network of dry-stone walls 
winds up the mountainside, 
and rough stone steps ascend 
to an airy mansion in the clouds, 
where, in the evening, tables are laid 
with spicy meats and mellow wines, 
and after oil lamps are lit 
and the guests have settled down, 
educated slaves are summoned to recite. 
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While I was being thus entertained, 
I perused the catalogue of the library, 
and I noticed that among the 
many rare and enigmatic editions 
were the works of Aristotle, 
including those no longer extant. 
There was a comedy by Homer 
examining the attributes of a fool, 
and there was a comprehensive work 
by an Alexandrian librarian, 
which catalogued and described 
the many wonders of the ancient world. 
These books, however, were 
invariably memorised by men. 
But when the stars grew cold, 
female slaves were invited 
into cushioned chambers, where 
their sphinx-like forms embodied 
the nine solipsistic books of Sappho, 
the Sibyl’s prophecies, 
and the provoking tales 
of Elephantine and Philaenis. 
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but we still have books, and they give our day-dreams 
countless dwelling placesix 
Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space  
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Anselm woke from a terrifying dream gasping for breath. He had 
been on his back, and to his far left at the very edge of his vision, he 
saw a pale girl on all fours crawling into a corner of the room. 
There was something malign about her, so he attempted to 
confront her, but he discovered to his horror that he was unable to 
move, and the harder he tried to turn towards her the more 
laboured his breathing became. An enormous weight began to press 
down on his chest, and it took all his strength to take the smallest 
breath. Eventually, the sound of air passing thought a constricted 
wind pipe got so loud that it eventually entered his dream and woke 
him up. After waking, he quickly regained the use of his limbs, but 
it was some time before the lingering horror of subsided. 
It was well past midnight, and the room was sunk in chalky 
moonlight, and when he felt for Clara’s body he found a cool 
hollow in the bedclothes beside him. Immediately, he sensed that 
something was not right. Slowly his memories of the night before 
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resurfaced. Clara had taken him to a bedroom somewhere upstairs, 
and they had kissed and then he must have fallen asleep by her side. 
But as his memories of the early evening faded in and out of focus, 
he thought he heard a door swing closed downstairs, and stumbling 
to his feet he groped his way down the narrow hall. With uncertain 
steps he descended a flight of timber stairs. There was no one in the 
living room, which was awash with layers of moonlight, but then he 
saw a pale figure moving toward the library door. 
‘Clara, is that you?’ he asked, as he proceeded cautiously 
down the hall. But it was only after he had entered the library that 
he saw her. She was naked, and her black hair lay wet against her 
skin, and it glinted darkly in the moonlight as she moved. She was 
lost in a kind of delirium or dream, and she reminded Anselm of 
Jean-Auguste Dominique’s Angelica, who, before being freed by 
Ruggerio, appears to have been compelled to submit to a 
malevolent foe. As Anselm watched her, he felt a subtle but urgent 
gravitational pull, and like a doomed animal, his strength gone, he 
followed her moonlit movements. He watched as she moved from 
one corner of the library to another. She would take up a book, find 
a passage, and read for a moment or two, before putting it down 
and moving on to another shelf. She kept this up until there were 
open books all over the room, like crumbs that could be used to 
retrace the flow of her thoughts. 
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Anselm had heard that it was dangerous to disturb the dream 
of a somnambulist. So he let her continue, until, with slow and 
milky movements, she opened the sliding door and slipped out into 
the night, a book falling from her hand as she passed into the forest. 
Things no longer seemed real, Anselm thought, as he followed 
Clara down a muddy path, her naked body flashing white when the 
moonlight bent to touch her. Pursuing Clara through the numb and  
 
 
 
empty hours before dawn, Anselm felt as though he had stepped 
outside of time itself, and so it hardly felt real when he realised that 
he was being led in a circle, and it hardly seemed real when he 
began to remove his rain drenched clothes, and it hardly seemed 
real when, in a feverish fit, he fell upon her, and she, every bit as 
spellbound, let herself be handled and weighed down. 
Anselm’s sense of reality returned with the dawn’s first 
light: a blue-grey light within which he found himself on a bed of 
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leaves. Clara was beside him. Their naked limbs were wound 
together for warmth, and as her body rose and fell he let himself be 
seduced into imagining a shared future. Feeling her breathing beside 
him, air began to flow through his thoughts, entering into the 
houses they would inhabit and unsettling the dust in listless corners. 
Clara’s breath seemed to be giving birth to these soft-walled spaces, 
and apprehending the shape of his thoughts Anselm was reminded 
of the tower of Babel, which now seemed to have something 
inherently human about it. 
Perhaps, he reflected, what the Babylonian people had tried 
to build was a tower that mirrored the shape of an ascensional inner 
life. Maybe they were simply trying to describe their experience of 
being human. And what was human experience if not an ongoing 
opening and closing, a perpetual engendering and blending of 
chaotic inner space? Perhaps the tower that the Babylonian people 
tried to build was a tower in which co-existing chambers could be 
created and combined, and in which space had been folded time and 
time again to create endless insides and outsides, endless thresholds  
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and doors. Running his hand along Clara’s wrist, he felt the blood 
beneath her skin, beneath the threshold separating what was her 
body from the outside world, and as her heart beat he imagined her 
spiralling up to her goal. The thought filled Anselm with an elegant 
sense of order. But when Clara finally roused herself and opened 
her eyes, she frowned, and although they were pressed together an 
awkward distance grew between them. Anselm’s apparently 
fleeting sense of elegant order dissolved, and he felt something 
stirring that went back to when he was born. He felt, furthermore, 
that Clara had been through all this before. So awkwardly, and in 
silence, they made their way back to the house, and only after Clara 
had taken a bath and made herself a cup of tea did she join him on 
the couch where she lay beside him in silence. She looked like she 
had just come through a terrible ordeal, and after a long and fitful 
sleep she remained silent for the rest of the day. 
When late in the afternoon Clara had still said nothing, 
Anselm remembered the books she had left all over the library. 
Perhaps they could help him to understand what she was going 
through. How different the library looked from how it had looked 
the night before. Glass skylights covered in leaves let diffuse light in 
from above, and through the windows you could make out the 
delicate weave of fern fronds. The damp forest had, for some time, 
been closing in on the library. So it was with a feeling of natural 
encroachment that Anselm picked up the first book he came to: 
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a book that described a stone tower built by a poet for his wife, and 
between the stones of which he had placed artefacts dating from all 
the great epochs of the world. Beneath this was a book about the 
tower Carl Jung built on the shore of Lake Zürich, and to explain 
his motives the founder of clinical psychology writes: 
 
Words and paper, however, did not seem real enough to me; 
something more was needed. I had to achieve a kind of 
representation in stone of my innermost thoughts and of the 
knowledge I had acquired. Or, to put it another way, I had to 
make a confession of faith in stone. That was the beginning of the 
“Tower,” the house which I built for myself at Bollingen. 
 
On an adjacent table was a book entitled Tarot Card 
Interpretations, and it was opened to a page which explained the 
meaning of the Tower Card. It represented, so the book informed 
him, both downfall and destruction; in particular, it represented 
the end of misconceptions about the self. Our egos, Anselm read, 
are structures through which we define ourselves, but if these 
structures are based on lies, then truth, like the lightning which is 
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striking the top of the tower, will bring the edifice and all of its 
inhabitants to ground. 
 
 
 
Beneath this book was a copy of Herodotus’ Histories, and it 
described a tower in Babylon that stood in the temple precinct. The 
tower measured a furlong in both length and breadth, and upon it 
was raised a second tower, and on that a third, and on that a fourth, 
and so on up to eight. The ascent to the top was on the outside, by 
a path which wound around it, and on the topmost tower was a 
temple containing a lavish couch and a golden table. At night the 
chamber was occupied by a single woman, who, according to the 
priests, was chosen by the deity himself, and they claimed that the 
god came and slept upon the couch. 
The fifth book he came to was a collection of fictional works 
by Kafka, who also sketched a description of the tower of Babel. It 
was a more speculative version certainly, but one which seemed to 
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contain a different kind of truth. ‘The essence of the whole 
enterprise’, Kafka writes, ‘is the idea of building a tower that will 
reach to heaven. Beside that everything else is secondary. The idea, 
once grasped in its full magnitude, can never vanish again; so long 
as there are men on earth there will also be the strong desire to 
finish building the tower.’ According to Kafka, however, the 
Babylonians tired of the task they set themselves, turning their 
attention, instead, to the construction of a city for the workmen. 
‘Each nationality’, Kafka writes, ‘wanted to have the best quarter; 
this gave rise to disputes, which developed into bloody conflicts.’ 
Kafka’s tower, Anselm thought, was the product of a doomed ideal, 
or at least an ideal that was never likely to be realised through men. 
Beneath this book lay a handwritten notebook that had been 
used as a dream journal, and on the night of the eighteenth of June, 
the author dreamed the following dream: I am walking through a 
desert at night toward the ruins of a city, and in the centre of the 
city a tower is leaning into the night. It is not a graceful tower. It is 
a monstrous, misshapen thing. As I approach, I smell the dark, dank 
breath of its mouldering casemates, and I feel the thick and sluggish 
beating it its heart. The tower is a dead body that is unnaturally 
alive. 
The next book was opened to Pieter Bruegel the Elder’s 
depiction of the tower, and according to the text beneath the 
reproduction, Bruegel left Antwerp in haste soon after the 
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painting’s completion. Unlike the tower Herodotus describes, and 
unlike the tower described by Kafka, Bruegel’s tower stands in 
Antwerp, which at the time was the new financial capital of the 
world. The city would, therefore, Anselm reasoned, have been 
making the most of its mercantile muscle. In Anselm’s mind, 
Bruegel’s message to the city on the Scheldt was clear: abandon 
your hubris or the fate of Babylon will befall you, and Anselm 
wondered whether this message was linked to the painter’s rushed 
departure from the scene. 
Then Anselm came to the Biblical story of the tower, with 
its proud patriarchal god punishing his progeny for the faults he had 
formerly thrust upon them. On one level, this story stirred 
Anselm’s imagination, but it also made him feel angry at the 
injustice of it all. Beneath this, however, he was trying to 
understand what these accounts had to do with Clara. Why, in her 
state of delirium, had Clara brought these texts together? Her 
silence lasted all afternoon and long into the night. At one point, he 
asked her if she wanted him to leave. She implored him to stay. So 
he stayed. But several hours later he found her sleepwalking again. 
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The Ancient Egyptians believed the seat of the soul was in 
the tongue: the tongue was a rudder or steering-oar with 
which a man steered his course through the world.x 
Bruce Chatwin, The Songlines  
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1831  I was born into slavery, the boy said, pushing his 
empty plate aside and leaning out of the candlelight into the sirdab’s 
slumbering shadows. And were it not for my mother, he continued, 
I would have become a keeper of sheep. As a child I dreamed of 
having a flock to tend. It would be pleasant, I thought, to be roused 
by their tender bleating at dawn. I longed for a simple life, but my 
mother had other plans. In the dark hours before day break she 
taught me to read and write. I was only dimly aware of the 
sacrifices my mother made for me. Only years later did I discover 
why she often disappeared after dark, only to return pale and 
emotionally vacant the next day. It was owing to her influence that 
I was schooled in the oratorical arts, in the hope that I would go on 
to become a book in the library of her master, the highest position 
in the house to which a slave could attain. 
For seven years I learned how to incarnate a text, and I 
became a talented orator of poetry and prose. At age twelve, when 
I entered my first oratorical competition, I astonished everyone by 
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outperforming even the most accomplished of my peers. I was too 
young to really comprehend what I had achieved. All I knew was 
that within a week I would be given a new name. On the appointed 
day my mother dressed me in robes she could not afford, and 
before a hushed crowd I was presented with a copy of the book I 
would become. I breathed deeply as an ebony box was brought 
before me. Silence fell as I approached it and raised its lustrous lid. 
There was movement. A startled moth spun up to a sun-filled hole 
in the roof. I followed its giddy ascent. Then I blinked, and it was 
gone. I looked down. Inside the box was an object swaddled in coal 
black cloth. It contained the book I was to become. It also 
contained my new name. My new name was Homer, and it was 
Homer’s Odyssey that I would be summoned to recite. It takes two 
to three years, I was told, for Muslims to commit the Koran to 
memory, after which they attain the honorary title of ‘hafiz’. It took 
me just over a year to memorise Homer’s epic, and just as 
committing the Koran to memory is said to influence behaviour, 
having the Odyssey by heart affected the course of my life. 
I was taught to memorise a text by imagining a tower with 
many rooms through which I could weave the words of whatever 
work was under construction. Architecture was therefore an 
important part of committing texts to memory. By cutting verses 
into entablatures, integrating them into murals, and carving them 
into cabinets, cases, dining tables and doors, I could transform any 
113 
 
building into a warehouse full of words. Remembering was 
therefore as easy as passing from room to room. But not even a 
palace, I reasoned, could contain a Homeric epic. The Odyssey 
needed deep forests, vast plains and free flowing rivers; it needed a 
firmament and an uncharted expanse of open sea. So I invented a 
wild and vast realm for my memory to inhabit. I secreted sentences 
under rocks and inscribed them on stellae by the side of the road. I 
hid lines in the ruins of temples and in the cracks of dry-stone walls. 
And the more I memorised, the further into the Odyssey I fell. For 
twenty moons I travelled, with the blind bard as my guide. I was 
Telemachus in the morning, in the afternoon I was Calypso, in the 
evening Nestor or Menelaus, and I devoted whole days to 
Odysseus. The closer I came, however, to committing the Odyssey 
to memory, the more I began to dwell on the approach of my first 
performance. Because being a book in my master’s library did not 
come without danger. Books whose delivery displeased were often 
burned or buried alive. 
Several weeks before I was summoned, something began to 
sap my strength, and I knew it was linked to the paralysing anxiety I 
felt. My sleep was disturbed. I grew weak. My command of 
language began to fail me. Then, on the day I was summoned to 
recite, I felt myself descending into wordlessness world forever. 
Conscious of my drawn face, my strained expression, my lifeless 
skin, I took to the stage as the librarian introduced the epic on my 
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behalf: ‘Tell me, O Muse, of that ingenious hero, he began in 
solemn tones, ‘who travelled far and wide after sacking the famous 
town of Troy …’ And he went on to summarise the exploits of 
Homer’s hero. Then he asked me to tell of these things from 
whatever source I might know of them. Silence opened beneath 
me. I knew it was time to deliver my lines, but when I cleared my 
throat I knew that all the words had disappeared. I grew nauseous 
as I remembered books that had been punished for a poor 
performance. I had seen them burned on pyres or bound and 
lowered into the ground. 
Closing my eyes, I entered the landscape I had created for 
my memory, but the forests and the plains, the rivers and the seas, 
the rocks and the ruins had all been rearranged. The forests were 
under water. The straight roads were bent and mean. Vast flat 
plains rose skyward, and the summits of mountains brushed the bed 
of the sea. As part of my training, I had memorised Aristotle’s 
Rhetoric and Poetics. I had also memorised the many orations of the 
Attic Ten, and the towers I had threaded these works through had 
been rearranged as well. I recognised in myself the madness that 
mystics crave, and as I looked deeper into this labyrinth of 
interconnected space, I thought I glimpsed the distant ruins of a 
long neglected self. These ruins were trying to speak, but it was 
another voice that made itself heard. Homer’s story was stirring. It 
surged up and was reborn. 
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‘All those,’ I began, ‘who escaped death in battle or by 
shipwreck had got home safely except Odysseus, who, although he 
longed for his wife and country, was detained by the goddess 
Calypso, who had entrapped him in a vaulted cave...’. I continued 
until dawn crept into the dining chamber, and the final words I 
uttered were bathed in rays of gold. The poet’s words had bled 
through me, and I received so rapturous an applause that I knew my 
place as a book in the library was assured. 
I immediately became my master’s most prized possession. 
For the first time in my life I was treated with honour and respect. 
My master’s son even befriended me and treated me as an equal, 
sharing everything with me and never letting conventions come 
between us. Yet despite my new standing in the library, the Odyssey 
was coiled inside me. Under its influence it was inevitable that I 
would begin to long for freedom. Within weeks I understood  how 
Odysseus felt when Calypso, who loved and took care of him, 
refused to let him go. And when the constraints of the library 
became more than I could bear, the author of the Odyssey, whose 
name I had taken, began to address me: ‘How pale and wan your 
master is,’ he whispered in my ear, ‘and how gluttonous and effete 
are all of his congregated guests. Have courage’, he advised, ‘and 
escape from this library which has you enslaved.’ All day he went 
on in the same vein, and often well into the night. Then after 
months of whispering, which I tried hard to ignore, the blind bard 
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began to figure in the drama of my dreams. From then on, 
whenever I shared the fruits of my master’s table, Homer’s voice 
became more urgent and my dreams far more intense. Soon my 
sumptuous residence began to lose its lustre as the world I had 
invented for the Odyssey started to show through. At first, I only 
saw it in polished metals and pools of water, but before long its 
temples and towers began to transpierce the sky. These 
hallucinations coincided with an event I had been dreading all my 
life. 
As a child I grew used to my mother’s absences at night, 
which I knew were related to the role she played in the library. My 
greatest fear was that one night she would leave and never return. 
The last time I saw her she left for the library after dark. It was 
raining as she entered the forest that separated our home from the 
library; it rained throughout the night, and I never saw her again. 
When I tried to find her, I could tell the inhabitants of the library 
were keeping things from me, and their infuriating resistance 
eventually shattered my nerves. Every day for a month I had to 
keep myself from putting an end to it all. Then one night, while 
standing on a terrace by the lake, I looked up from the gloom I was 
mired in and saw the Mediterranean Sea. I longed for escape. I 
plotted and schemed. I took a needle and a thread, and from the 
pages of the book that had given me my name, I fashioned the 
means of my inevitable escape. They were calfskin pages, light and 
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strong; I unbound them and sowed their edges together, until I had 
a sheet of patchwork pages with which to catch the wind. I stashed 
this crude sail like a blanket under my bed, and on the night of the 
winter solstice, I rowed out over the lake, which expanded as I 
proceeded until a dark sea lay before me. Athene called up a steady 
wind, which carried me many miles, but Neptune was plotting 
against me, or perhaps it was Zeus himself, because a storm sprang 
up and I wrestled for weeks with the fury of the seas. At the bottom 
of every trough underworlds gaped beneath me, and while cresting 
waves I was cast among cold and jagged stars. And whenever I 
feared that I was about to cross to the other side, I would see the 
familiar but now troubling outline of my mother’s face. I saw it in 
the waning moon which hung low on the horizon. I saw it in the 
suggestive shapes of cliff faces and clouds. I even saw her staring up 
at me from the icy depths of the sea. 
The boy fell silent, and Edwards reflected on what he had 
said. A delusional logic was at work in the improbable story the boy 
had told. There were, however, two facts that seemed to support 
his claims: there was the manuscript, which Edwards recognised as 
being authentic, and there was the fact that the boy was nothing if 
not an enigmatic orator. But whether the story was true or not 
mattered little to Edwards, believing, as he did, that he had been 
called upon to help the boy. It was, therefore, on something 
stronger than a whim that he decided to offer him a home. 
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COMESTIBLE LIBRARIES 
 
Among the people of Elam, 
reading has become as food itself, 
so rather than filling their streets 
with markets, tea houses and taverns, 
which in Elam are conspicuous 
only by their absence, 
the streets are lined with places 
for reading and quiet reflection. 
It is the custom of the inhabitants 
to read three meals a day, 
and the texts on offer give them 
all the nourishment they need. 
Elam’s chefs are known for their ability 
to combine texts in new ways, 
and only the most well read 
can hope to be counted among them. 
Paradoxically, the more they consume 
the lighter they become, 
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which is why all their gourmands 
are nimble and quick witted. 
Moreover, a belief is current, 
which I can hardly credit myself, 
that when the city’s founding father died 
he dissolved into the air. 
I can, however, attest to the fact 
that the illiterate grow sluggish: 
their joints stiffen, their arteries harden, 
their thoughts begin to congeal, 
and if their condition goes unchecked 
ossification can set in. 
For this reason, staple texts 
are exempted from taxation, 
which does, however, make it difficult 
for new texts to enter the market. 
In addition to this, not all texts 
are officially permitted, and epicureans 
are often forced on to the black market, 
where half the city’s stories 
are in constant circulation, and where 
prohibited, pirated and apocryphal 
editions can be obtained. 
The trade in processed texts is also 
becoming a cause for concern, 
and experts agree that their consumption 
is bad for the city’s mental health. 
I myself purchased a novel 
from a peddler of processed fiction, 
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and although it satisfied my hunger, 
I felt the stirrings of a mild psychosis. 
Truly dangerous texts, however, 
leave dozens dead in their wake 
before they can be traced, isolated 
and either bleached or burned. 
Twice in Elam’s history outbreaks 
have halved the population, 
and it is rumoured that texts exist 
that could wipe-out all mankind 
or cause such discord among us 
that we would annihilate ourselves. 
Considered equally dangerous 
are texts that threaten to unite us 
by undermining power structures 
that have formerly kept us apart. 
And the mere thought of such texts 
gives Elam’s leaders indigestion. 
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I’m a character in a novel as yet unwritten, hovering in the 
air and undone before I’ve even existed, amongst the dreams 
of someone who never quite managed to breathe life into 
me.xi 
Fernando Pessoa, The Book of Disquiet 
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A metallic sound in the night put Anselm on the alert, and parting 
the blinds he saw Clara leaving the house through a sliding door. 
Outside, veils of rain were sweeping through the trees, and like a 
fledgling stretching its wings, Clara raised her arms, letting the 
vapour coat her skin. Again, Anselm was drawn out into the night, 
and again he felt reality dissolving as he proceeded. There was no 
moonlight, so it was darker than it had been the night before, but 
he managed to reach the iron gate at the far end of the garden in 
time to see Clara disappearing into the trees. He followed her 
vague silhouette along an overgrown track, and although his own 
progress was impeded by thorn bushes and low hanging branches, 
she moved as though she had merged with the sleek shadows of the 
forest itself. He pursued her until she stopped near the base of a 
fallen tree, where he saw her climbing into the depression out of 
which the tree’s roots had been wrenched. He descended in pursuit 
and drew her limp, wet body towards him, working her white 
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limbs like a potter kneading clay, but instead of working to craft an 
object, it was pleasure he was shaping. His pleasure flowed and 
stretched; it unfolded and increased with the slightest touch, but 
then inevitably his pleasure turned to reveal its other side: a side 
that wanted nothing more than to bring about its own destruction. 
As a potter, in a fit of rage, will destroy the result of his labours, 
Anselm, with a final blind thrust into the dark, reached the place of 
destruction that his desire had driven him to. The tower of pleasure 
he had raised collapsed into the soft, dark earth, where for hours 
their two spent bodies lay entwined. These stormy seductions 
continued, night after night, and each night the forest opened up 
and drew them in. 
When, years later, Anselm looked back on those throbbing 
winter nights, he always thought of himself as Jacob wrestling with 
an angel in a dream. And although it was a shared dream, it was also 
a secret they kept to themselves, because not a word about these 
nightly encounters ever passed between them. 
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During the three months that Anselm lived with Clara in the 
hills, his search for Edwards’ lost work weighed less and less heavily 
on his mind, and the great edifice of the library ceased to dominate 
his dreams. On market days, he often drove with Clara into town, 
and after helping her set up her stall, he would spend hours 
exploring Astoria’s enormous system of covered gardens, which 
had been modelled on the nineteenth century palm houses of  
 
 
 
Europe. The tranquillity of these enormous artificial enclosures for 
plants fulfilled a need in Anselm for stillness and reflection. When 
not in town, he and Clara would go for long walks through the 
hills, and on these walks Anselm, for reasons he did not quite 
understand, began to photograph the garden gates of the properties 
they passed. He could not say to what strange depths these garden 
gates would one day lead him, but standing so quietly on the side of 
winding roads and sunken lanes, their age and style and the 
overgrown foliage that always framed them, suggested small 
sanctuaries in which separate loves could be painlessly combined, 
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and attached to this notion was the reassuring notion of home. 
Dante Alighieri, in his treatise on the eloquence of the 
vernacular, which he wrote in exile after being banished from his 
native city of Florence, famously wrote that as fish have water, I 
have the world as my home. But which world, Anselm often 
wondered, was Dante writing about, and what exactly did he mean 
by his use of the word home? In Arabic, the word bayt, which is 
used to signify a house or a tent, is also the word used to designate a 
line of verse. The word’s double meaning points to the notion that 
we inhabit the words we read, that we make word-shelters as one 
erects a tent or builds a house, which was perhaps why the names of 
the properties Anselm passed while walking in the hills always had 
an unusual significance for him. They were names that he would 
savour, rolling them in his mouth as he walked: Montpelier, 
Candlebark, Wind Rest, Bremerhaven, Ambleside and Claremont. 
During Anselm’s time in the hills Basho’s travel journals 
became constant companions, and he noted that Basho’s friends also 
gave their homes beautiful names. One of Basho’s friends called his 
house ‘The Abode of Illusion’, another lived in the ‘Hut of Fallen 
Persimmons’; there was a ‘Vision-inhabited House, and a ‘House of 
Anonymity’, and as Basho has written, near the Gichu Temple, 
there was a hut which was simply called ‘Nameless’. 
During this time, Anselm also read Homer’s Odyssey because 
he wanted to learn how Odysseus carried himself on his journey. 
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How different, he thought, were the travels of the poet from the 
travels of the man of war. Anselm was left largely unmoved by the 
antics of Odysseus and his crew, whom he identified as being little 
more than murderers and thieves. But when Anselm read about 
Odysseus in the land of the Lotus-eaters, he realised that, like the 
men who ingested the honeyed fruit, he himself had come under 
the influence of an enchantment.  
The Lotus-eaters of Egypt were a peaceful race of people, 
and they offered to share their harvest with Odysseus and his crew. 
Those who tasted it, however, immediately lost all longing for 
home, wanting nothing more than to remain where they were in 
peace and contentment. Anselm was suspicious of the Lotus-eaters’ 
listless ecstasy in the same way that he was suspicious of the 
emotions Clara stirred within him; they were like seedlings that 
could quickly grow to mythic proportions, and they were beginning 
to give birth to a world of aching dreams, in which Clara was 
somehow linked to his earliest childhood memories. In Clara, he 
saw a lost paradise, a place to which he longed to return, but she 
was also, paradoxically, the place where this paradise was betrayed. 
He may even have lost himself completely in the turbulence of his 
emotions were it not for Clara’s father’s return and their expulsion 
from the garden: an earthly garden that was becoming less innocent 
every day. 
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It was as they were returning from one of their excursions 
into the forest that Clara’s father confronted them as they entered 
the house through a side door. He had the solemn and weighty 
appearance of a German academic, and immediately Anselm’s 
world lost what lightness it had left. He needed, he told Anselm, to 
talk to Clara alone. And while Anselm waited on the stairs that ran 
down the side of the house, he felt like the gods of the Odyssey were 
descending with ill intent. It was an hour before Clara emerged 
with an ashen face, and only now did Anselm see how much she 
resembled her father. 
‘It is my mother,’ she said, and Anselm noticed that she was 
shaking. ‘She is ill again, and there is not even the slimmest chance 
of her pulling through.’ 
‘What is wrong with her?’ Anselm asked, but Clara averted 
her eyes, turning from him to stare insensibly into the darkening 
forest. 
‘I am her daughter. I should want to see her ... but I cannot 
do it!’ she finally admitted. ‘I have not wanted to see her since she 
left us,’ she said moving stiffly into Anselm’s arms. 
Although she was close to him, he could tell she was 
elsewhere. He could feel her body – it was trembling – but her 
thoughts were far away. 
‘Are you going to go?’ he asked. 
‘I wish I knew,’ she said twisting out of his embrace. 
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‘I can come with you,’ Anselm offered, but she said she 
needed to confront her mother alone. 
That night Anselm was driven to a poorly lit provincial 
station, from the platform of which he saw Clara disappear in her 
father’s car. There was nothing to do but catch an uncomfortable 
night train back to town, which rattled through mile after mile of 
empty looking housing estates. Nearing the city, the silhouettes of 
derelict factories loomed and faded, before the train was dwarfed 
by the housing commission towers on the city’s edge, and as the 
train passed over a disused bleaching pit and a late night diner, it 
occurred to Anselm that Clara had never spoken of her mother, and 
he was disappointed with himself for never having enquired. Only 
now did he sense a painful wound opening up behind her silence. 
He even feared that this wound had played a part in drawing him to 
her. Perhaps this was why, even though he had such overwhelming 
feelings for her, he also registered, in her absence, a sense of 
emotional release. There was something dark and threatening at the 
bottom of their friendship that he was not altogether unhappy to be 
removing himself from. Out of habit he booked himself back into 
the Hotel de Dieu, and he decided that the next day he would 
continue his search for The Living Water of the Word. 
It rained all night, and in the morning Anselm saw the city 
reflected in a patchwork of bright but colourless puddles and pools, 
through which car tyres ploughed, sending arcs of the city’s 
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architecture into the air. In this fluid atmosphere Anselm re-
entered the library for the last time, and the central chamber and all 
the corridors were diffused in a dreary grey. He descended a flight 
of stairs to where a dozen passageways converged. Then he paused 
for a moment to consider which way to go. The systematic 
approach he had formerly adopted had failed him completely, so he 
resolved to let his instinct and his intuition guide him. He had read 
that in the library you could wander in any direction for days, so 
after surveying his options he chose a promising looking passageway 
and set off. 
 
 
 
 
What Anselm did not know was that before Edwards 
founded the Astorian Public Library, a library of sorts already 
existed on the site: a library composed of the poems that native 
gods were said to have sung as they walked the lands they were in 
the process of creating. According to their myths, these creation 
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poems seeded the natural world. So each mountain peak and plain, 
each creek, lagoon and gully formed an integral part of this first 
library, and it was not by accident that Edwards located the 
Astorian library’s central chamber at the conjunction of the most 
important of these paths. This full incorporation of the natural 
world into their poems meant that words guided the tribes across 
vast stretches of land and sea. Being nomadic, poetic journeys were 
an integral part of their lives, and as they travelled it was common 
to pass from one epic into another. Edwards wanted these fading 
traditions worked into the Astorian library, so he ensured that the 
principal aisles aligned with these ancient paths. So the Astorian 
Public Library was simply an extension of a much older library 
project. Under Edwards’ influence a class of nomadic scholars 
emerged who dedicated their lives to exploring the library’s far 
frontiers. There were even hammocks between some bookshelves 
where these scholars once bedded down for the night, and whole 
wings had been dedicated to works which were a product of their 
observations. 
Many miles beyond these rooms, Anselm entered a dense 
and languid chamber, where hundreds of readers were sunk in a 
state of deepest sleep. Some had their faces tucked into the crook of 
their elbows, while others were using the pages of the books before 
them as pillows. There were people holding books like blankets on 
their laps, and others were using hoods and hats to shield their eyes 
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from the light. Sleep softened the air around them. They had an 
otherworldly glow, and as Anselm watched them he began to 
imagine another library: the library to which they travelled when 
their conscious thoughts had fled. As he moved among them, warm 
air began to blow through the book stacks, issuing, it seemed, from 
the ventilation holes in the walls. It made the space between the 
book-stacks hum with a soothing rhythm, giving Anselm the 
impression that the books were taking measured breaths. After a 
while this began to sound like a whispered flow of words. 
‘Hello?’ Anselm said. ‘Is anyone there?’ he asked. And to his 
surprise, a voice within this whispered flow spoke back. 
‘What are you looking for?’ it asked. 
Anselm tried to remember, but in that reading room of 
sleepers it seemed to have slipped his mind. 
‘Unfortunately,’ the voice went on, ‘you will not find what 
you want in the library. Edwards’ book will be harder to recover 
than you think. To find it you will need to climb down into the 
depths.’ 
As the voice faded, Anselm saw a clock face high above him, 
and he noticed that its slim second hand had come to rest. Then 
looking around at the desks and shelves and reading lamps of the 
library, he became convinced that time had finally wound down, 
and that he was somehow standing outside of time itself. Without 
time moving him forward, the library was without weight, and 
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Anselm froze, fearing a movement would send ripples through his 
surroundings, buckling floorboards, dislodging lampshades, setting 
the book stacks askew, and shifting letters and illustrations around 
inside the books. Then his mind strayed, and there was something 
alluring about where it went, but in an instant he was back in the 
prism of his present life. The whispering voice had become a visible 
entity beside him. It had taken the shape of the librarian with the 
cloudy eyes and the semi-transparent skin, but his face was hazy, as 
though his features had not yet taken shape. At the sight of his face, 
Anselm recalled the face of the girl he had seen in the library, and 
he also remembered seeing Clara’s face in the glass cabinet’s 
reflection. Their faces, he reflected, had been blank in a similar 
way; they were faces that appeared to be suffering from an 
existential disease. But instead of being scared Anselm’s curiosity 
was aroused. 
‘What’s wrong with your face?’ he asked. 
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 ‘Nothing is wrong with it’, the librarian said. ‘Your face is 
just more fully imagined than mine.’ 
‘How do you mean?’ Anselm queried. 
‘You mean you do not know?’ the librarian asked. 
‘Know what?’ Anselm replied, suddenly feeling unsure of 
himself. 
 ‘Well, this does make things awkward. What I have to say 
will come as a surprise, but you see, you and I, we are both in the 
process of being invented, and your face has just been given more 
attention than mine, which is why my face is still fluid and yours is 
fully formed.’ 
This sounded ridiculous, but for the moment, Anselm 
suspended his disbelief. 
‘Invented by whom?’ he asked. 
‘By the author of the book we are both in, I imagine. 
Anyway, I am here to help you get back on track. You see, you 
were never actually meant to go on a journey, and you were 
certainly never meant to enter Astoria or its library. The problem 
is, you became autonomous. You branched out on your own. But 
now it is time for you to reconnect with your source.’ 
‘And how do I do that?’ Anselm asked. 
‘Let me show you,’ the librarian said, leading Anselm 
through a series of galleries and halls, and through wings of the 
library that he had only read about before, beyond which were  
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wings that he never even knew existed. All the rooms they entered 
were enormous – entire libraries unto themselves – and soon they 
were moving through time, and across great rifts in space, until the 
traveller came to rest beside an ornamental ledge. 
‘It is up here,’ the librarian said, as he mounted a leaning 
ladder, and from several feet above the ground he passed down 
several dozen old and dusty books, behind which a small sliding 
door had been concealed. The librarian forced it open to reveal a 
dark vertical shaft, in which, Anselm imagined, a small elevator 
must once have moved. 
‘The entrance to the geniza,’ the librarian announced. 
‘The geniza?’ Anselm asked. 
‘In Hebrew,’ the librarian explained, ‘the word geniza 
simply means storage, and it refers to a room used for the storage of 
disused books. In Jewish culture, among others, it is forbidden to 
profane the name of God, and so documents bearing God’s name 
are not disposed of in the usual way. Instead, they are stored in a 
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geniza until they can be interred in a grave like the dead. 
Sometimes, however,’ he went on, ‘these burial ceremonies are 
neglected, and the geniza itself becomes an unofficial tomb. The 
Astorian Public Library’s geniza, however, is not religious in 
nature. It came into being as the result of a collective need for such 
a place; Edwards was far sighted enough to know that the library 
would be incomplete without it. So instead of discarding old books 
he had them lowered into a cavern in the ground.’ 
‘Is it like a catacomb?’ Anselm asked, thinking of the 
catacombs of Paris, and picturing a complex system of skull-filled 
chambers and access tunnels. 
‘Exactly,’ the librarian replied. ‘The geniza is like a 
catacomb for disused books.’ 
‘And you expect me to go down there?’ 
‘I imagine you will do what you have to do.’ 
‘But is it even down there?’ 
‘Well, let me see,’ the librarian said, as he flicked through 
an old Library Contents Ledger: ‘Here it is!’ he said, ‘The Living 
Water of the Word. Acquired in 1904 and withdrawn in 1914. It must 
be down there somewhere. Although the geniza, being as it is, 
well, it could be anywhere by now.’ 
The librarian climbed down the ladder, and took a smaller 
book from a low shelf. 
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‘One more thing,’ he said, ‘you will need this line around 
your wrist. Without it you will find it almost impossible to get 
back.’ 
Turning to the book’s first page, he rubbed its opening line 
with his index finger, and Anselm, watching with interest, saw the 
letters give in an unnatural way. Then, to his astonishment, the first 
line of type came loose. The librarian had somehow detached the 
opening sentence from the page, and he proceeded to tie this line 
around Anselm’s upheld wrist. As Anselm moved away, a string of 
words peeled off the page, first to the left, then to the right, back 
and forth, as an ox ploughs a field. The words were attached to 
each other, and they were so thin they were almost transparent, 
and Anselm wondered what lay beneath the library to justify such a 
precaution. The geniza must have been much larger than he 
thought. He shook the ladder. It seemed stable. He climbed up and 
peered down the shaft. He could not see a thing, but he could smell 
the scent of mildewed books wafting up from below. He had read 
somewhere that looking into the past was like looking down a well, 
and the author had gone on to say that he was always tempted to 
thrown himself in. So it was with Anselm, for suddenly, and 
without really thinking it through, he began to lower himself into 
the dark and silent shaft. 
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ABANDONED LIBRARIES 
 
Travelling along a fertile stretch 
of land between two deserts, 
the city of Allatu can be seen 
many miles to the west. 
Its buildings blend with the landscape, 
and the wind runs through its streets, 
moving ever shifting mounds 
of sand from square to square. 
Dry towers, spires and pediments 
interrupt the empty sky, 
but no bells ring, no voices are heard. 
The city is but a shell. 
Those who enter Allatu 
can see it was abandoned in great haste. 
Crude tables are still set 
with ceramic plates and bowls, 
the bleached bones of chickens 
inhabit desolate coops, 
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and sealed amphorae preserve 
perfume, palm oil and mellow wine. 
Only an observant traveller, however, 
would notice the absence of books. 
But if you were to lift certain flagstones 
in the apse of the cathedral, 
or manipulate stone ornaments 
to open tunnels hid from view, 
or descend down dried up wells 
that resemble little more than 
holes in the ground, you would find 
bundles of books and manuscripts, 
and old scrolls lying in silence. 
In the belly of icons 
prayer books are hidden, 
beneath loose floorboards 
are books of hours, 
in hollow rafters stories 
have been squirreled away, 
and in recesses behind the masonry, 
encyclopaedias are concealed. 
Breaking into bricked-up rooms 
one finds old bibles and books of the dead, 
and secret storeys in sandy towers 
are found to contain entire libraries. 
In Allatu a whole literature 
shifts uneasily in its sleep. 
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Despite its thousand faces, the river takes on a single 
destiny; its source takes both the responsibility and the 
credit for the river’s entire course.xii 
Gaston Bachelard, Water and Dreams 
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1831  Soon after Edwards found Homer on the muddy 
banks of the Tigris, a case of Pasteurella pestis, otherwise known as 
the plague, was identified in the riverside quarter of Bab al-Shaikh. 
Within weeks, Edwards and Homer were confined to the house. So 
it was in an atmosphere of dawning horror that Homer began to 
translate Daniel Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year into ancient 
Greek. Homer moved from line to line with a feeling of sickening 
fascination, because what was taking place on the page was being 
played out on Baghdad’s streets. The words he was reading seemed 
to be having a direct and malignant effect. The plague, however, 
was just one affliction visited upon the city. 
As dark lymphatic swellings began to prefigure the presence 
of death, the swollen Tigris began to break its banks. While bubos 
rose and ruptured, secreting pestilential liquids, embankments 
burst, and the low-lying sections of the city were submerged. Silty 
water flooded the plains beyond the city walls, and Baghdad began 
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to look like an isle of the dead from which floating corpses and 
fleeing families were borne off in muddy currents.  
The precautions taken by the Lord Mayor and Aldermen of 
London in 1665 were nothing if not a well-ordered response to 
such a Machiavellian foe. Orders were drawn up to control the 
movement of infected families, and men and women of good 
character were appointed to enforce a raft of laws. The duties of 
these appointees were all set down in writing, and the mortality 
rates in all districts were conscientiously recorded. This contrasted 
with the precautions taken by the common people, who, so Defoe 
tells us, employed charms, philtres, amulets and signs in an attempt 
to fortify themselves against the feared affliction. One common 
charm was the magical word abracadabra, which had to be written in 
 
 
 
a certain way to protect its carrier from contagion. But where 
superstitious treatments failed, rational methods failed as well, and 
so physicians often shared death-carts with hawkers of signs and 
spells. What Homer saw in man’s compulsion to ward off the 
plague with a word was an attempt to use language to influence the 
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unknown, which was why the triangular charm used to ward off a 
fatal affliction resembled a beam of signs shining into the dark. As 
Homer translated Defoe’s account, he began to come to a new 
appreciation of words based on an understanding that science had 
cast aside. As he tasted each word before attempting to translate it 
he saw language transformed back into something savage and 
strange. 
The belief that a word is a fundamental part of the thing it 
represents was once common to indigenous peoples all over the 
world. Verbs have, they reason, a dynamic influence when uttered, 
and nouns are a material part of the object they evoke. The names 
of the living and the dead were therefore carefully taken care of, 
because in the wrong hands they could be used to tyrannise their 
owners. For this reason, it was common for tribes to avoid using 
the names of the dead, and if the deceased’s name was also the 
name of an animal or an object, a new word was invented to stand 
for a time in its place. Some tribes took this tradition even further 
by dropping the deceased’s name from their vocabulary once and 
for all. The name of the deceased would therefore sink down with 
the dead. 
In Baghdad all the graveyards were overflowing. So the dead 
were being buried in the squares and in the streets. Edwards’ 
Jewish friends had all fled to Bussorah. Christian communities were 
beginning to flee to en mass to Mosul, and Edwards’ servants and 
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their families were leaving for the hills of Kurdistan. These 
desperate flights from the city were not without danger. On the 
outskirts, Arab tribes laid in wait to pillage and murder, and a new 
Pasha was approaching to take the city by siege. Edwards and 
Homer watched as the inundation filled the sirdab with water, 
before it began to inch its way up the chalky walls. Then they heard 
that the inundation had swept seven thousand houses away, and as it 
looked set to claim the rest of the city Edwards decided to leave. 
A man who had lost his whole family was transporting 
people to the docks, and so Edwards and Homer climbed aboard his 
flimsy raft and were punted along streets thick with the stench of 
rotting corpses that the city’s many abandoned dogs and cats were 
beginning to feed on. They saw the bodies of aborted babies floating 
alongside the boat, and deranged men and women wading wraith-
like through the water. Virgins screamed obscenities in voices of 
old crones, and orphaned toddlers crawled along rooftops or sat 
exposed in the rain. In the market square, none of the usual stalls 
remained; instead a trade had sprung up among the grieving and the 
homeless. Cloth for the burial of the dead was being sold at 
exorbitant prices, and drinkable water was now ten times as 
expensive as wine. Soon they passed the place where Ibn al-
Nadim’s Book Emporium had been. Here the bookseller was 
standing on a sinking island of books, and he was reading from the 
Book of the Apocalypse like a corpulent Saint John: ‘And I saw the 
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dead, great and small, standing before the throne,’ he intoned, ‘and 
books were opened, and the dead were judged according to what 
they had done.’ Refusing to join them, he pressed a slim volume 
into Edwards’ hand. 
‘You will find the origin of language in the living water of 
the word’, he said, and with these words the raft drifted sideways 
and away. 
As they were punted away from Ibn al-Nadim’s floating isle 
of books, a shaft of sunlight opened a fissure in the sky. The rain 
refracted the light into peacock greens and golds, and for a moment 
the upper half of Baghdad was iridescent. Crumbling buildings were 
now bright saffron and sienna, and in this fleeting moment Edwards 
saw himself sailing down the Nile, and rising high on either side 
were the pavilions and palaces of kings. This vision lasted until the 
sun disappeared behind a bank of clouds, and as the light faded 
Edwards followed a chain of associations. He had been, he 
remembered, attracted to the idea of the Nile as a child, not 
because it was the world’s longest river, but because for thousands 
of years it had managed to conceal its source. Herodotus, the 
ancient historian, had taken an interest in the Nile, and as a boy 
Edwards had often read the account he left of his enquiries. No one 
since then, it seemed, had penetrated much further into the 
mystery. Herodotus writes that not one of the Egyptians, Libyans 
or Hellenes that he spoke with could tell him anything about the 
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Nile’s source, but he was informed by a learned scribe in the city of 
Sais that the river bubbled up from a font between two mountains, 
located close by the city of Elephantine, and the scribe claimed that 
this font was fathomless in depth. When Herodotus enters 
Elephantine, he continues with his enquiries. He is told that beyond 
that point the river winds through hilly terrain that takes one to a 
plain which extends into Africa’s east. From this place one 
abandons the river and treks for forty days, the river being, as 
Herodotus writes, impracticable for boats. A further twelve days by 
boat brings the traveller to a great city, and another twelve days 
takes one to a place so far from the centre of power that the 
Egyptian soldiers stationed there had all deserted their post. At this 
point, Herodotus writes, the river runs from west to east, and 
beyond this, we are informed, its upward course is unknown, the 
country being uninhabited owing to its heat. Herodotus then enters 
a realm of hearsay and speculation, solid certainty giving way to the 
liquid delirium of dream. Passing through regions of wild beasts and 
through deserts and miry places, the reader eventually reaches a 
place where fact and fiction combine. 
Edwards’s Nile vision danced with the words the bookseller 
had said as he died: ‘You will find the origin of language in the 
living water of the word.’ Turning his thoughts from the source of 
the Nile to the source of language itself, Edwards imagined 
language like a river stretching back to a secret source. Indeed, the 
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source of the Nile, like the source of man’s first tongue, had been 
assiduously and unsuccessfully sought since time began. Some even 
believed that the first language could unlock the secrets of mankind. 
Many believed that the original language was the Babylonian 
tongue: the language that humanity spoke before it was divided. In 
London, Edwards knew men who would sell their soul for a few 
words, believing, as they did, that the language of Babylon was the 
pure language of God. Edwards opened the book that Ibn al-Nadim 
had pressed into his hand, but it was written in a language that he 
could not understand. He closed it as the ravaged port of Baghdad 
came into view. It was empty but for an old dhow that was 
preparing to depart. It cost Edwards almost everything he had to 
bribe their way on board. 
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There are words that are in full flower, in full vigour, words that 
the past has not exhausted, whose beauty the ancients did not fully 
recognise, words that are the mysterious jewel of a language. Such a 
word is rivière.xiii 
Gaston Bachelard, Water and Dreams 
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From Anselm’s Astorian Notebooks 
 
If Lucan, the ancient Roman poet, can be believed, Caesar, when in 
Egypt, took an interest in the Nile’s source, but his enquires were 
no more fruitful than those of Herodotus before him. Everything 
Caesar learned about the upper reaches of the river simply added to 
the web of mysteries surrounding its secret source. Upon asking 
Acoreus, the high priest, about the head-waters of the Nile, Caesar 
was told that the river burst forth at the formation of the world, 
and that, furthermore, it had its beginning with the universe itself, 
suggesting that to travel to its source would be to travel back in 
time. The high priest’s response was nothing if not wilfully obtuse, 
and it was typical of learned attempts to keep the secret springs 
concealed. As one historian has observed, a circular artfulness was 
employed to protect Nile’s source from those who would attempt 
to survey and thereby subdue it. 
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Martin Heidegger, in one of his dialogues on language, also 
employs a circular artfulness in treating his theme. He speaks of a 
source of language that remains concealed from language. He 
speaks of something in different languages that wells up from a 
single source. Then, both to illuminate and confound, he invokes 
the Japanese word for language, which he translates as the breath of 
the stillness of luminous delight. Heidegger’s discussion of the source 
of language is also cyclical in nature, and like the words of Acoreus, 
Heidegger’s words keep the secret source concealed. Following his 
thoughts, the reader feels on verge of revelation, but as the dialogue 
loops and arcs and executes complex arabesques, it becomes 
apparent that something essential is being left unsaid. The 
wellspring of language is alluded to but its location remains 
concealed. 
In 1863 two British explorers, Richard Burton and John 
Speke, set out to solve, once and for all, the mystery of the Nile’s 
source, which had eluded the Greeks, the Persians, the 
Macedonians, the Romans, the French, and, until then, even the 
robust British. Thousands of years of exploration had failed to find 
the fabled fount, and in an age obsessed with origins, the search for 
the source of the Nile had become the equivalent of the medieval 
quest for the Holy Grail. So shouldering the full weight of the 
British Empire’s expectations, Burton and Speke, along with a 
motley army of hired helpers, set out from Zanzibar to penetrate 
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into the unknown. Both explorers recorded and subsequently 
published accounts of their adventures, and Burton’s is certainly the 
more far ranging of the two. In the introduction to a recent edition 
of Burton’s Nile journal, the following larger than life description 
of the author is proffered: ‘Explorer, scholar, poet, supreme 
linguist, student of pederasty and nymphomania, popular hero, 
prolific author, mystic, Burton is one of that pantheon of erratic 
titans thrown up by the volcanic, ironclad vigour of Victorian 
England’. A portrait of Burton, executed in 1863, does little to 
diminish his larger than life reputation. Forceful features  
 
 
 
frame his dark and deep-set eyes, and the scar he received from a 
spear when attacked by Somalis in Berberah courses all the way 
down the left side of his face. Following his gaze, one imagines the 
lands he explored lying before him. They seem to haunt him and to 
inspire him, while leaving him hungry for more. 
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Burton’s account begins with a festive firing of rifles, which 
announces the commencement of their momentous expedition, and 
with the scent of gun power in the air the Artémis sails out of 
Zanzibar harbour, borne along, we are told, by the balmy breath of 
the Indian Ocean. The two men alight on the coast of what is now 
the United Republic of Tanzania, and it is here that the first of an 
intolerable succession of misadventures occurs. Speke, while taking 
an ill-advised trip into hippopotamus haunts, succeeds in having the 
corvette’s gig impaled on two large tusks, which leaves two 
corresponding tusk-shaped holes in its hull. 
Burton, meanwhile, makes arrangements necessary for their 
departure, but even at this stage the land and its inhabitants seem to 
be conspiring against them. Rumours of impending catastrophe 
have filtered through to the ears of the men and filled them with 
visions of natives armed with poisonous darts, of jungles thick with 
man-eating cats, and of savannahs where men meet their death 
beneath the hooves of stampeding rhinos. Only after Burton, at 
great expense, hires an armed guard of thirty-five men, does a slow 
and much delayed departure get under way. With one hundred and 
thirty men and thirty load bearing beasts, the party proceeds into 
parts unknown. It is not long, however, before the porters and pack 
animals start to expire, as the land beneath them grows increasingly 
unwholesome. Reeking miasmas envelope the party as they trudge 
through stagnant pools, and beyond malarious river-plains the soil 
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smells of old death and decay. Increasingly weak, the men fight 
their way over pestilential expanses to make camp among morasses 
full of putrescent vegetation. The earth becomes black and greasy 
before giving way to interminable bogs, and Speke is struck down 
with a fever that splits his personality in two. Beyond this point, 
they enter a kind of equatorial inferno, where the earth smells of 
sulphur, and where there seems to be a rotting corpse behind each 
bush. Burton describes the natives of the place as miserable 
creatures with ulcerous sores; and the atmosphere, as well as 
infecting the flesh, spoils their supplies. Their caravan makes its 
way among slave traders and cannibal tribes, and through rank 
forests where the natives drink from human skulls. Feeble and 
exhausted, they continue through regions the slave trade has 
emptied of people, making, as Burton writes, a howling desert of 
the land. Along the tracks, the bleached bones of the dead lie all 
around, while poison grasses and howling hyenas kill off the last of 
the labouring beasts. Despite heavy losses, the land remains fertile 
in the extreme, and the caravan is constantly attacked by stinging 
ants, swarming bees and large blood sucking fleas. Their expensive 
navigational instruments begin to spoil in the humid air, and when 
their last chronometer expires, time itself flows free. Without a 
way to measure time, they can no longer measure space, and as if 
this is not enough, solid matter grows unstable, with the help of a 
series of white ant infestations, during which clothes, umbrellas, 
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bags and bedding are all reduced to dust. For almost a year, Burton 
and Speke stumble through these moist and malleable realms, and 
by the time they near the source, both men are suffering from the 
after-effects of multiple bouts of fever, along with a colourful list of 
associated complications: vomiting, extreme fatigue, headaches and 
delirium, which they ameliorate with acids, stimulants and 
morphine, as well as any other medical comforts they can come by. 
One wonders how often they found themselves fighting for their 
reason, when drug affected and weak with fever their certainties 
were stripped away. As they lay in pain on their camp beds or were 
carried through the jungle by their porters, what morphine dreams 
did they find themselves aimlessly drifting into? What journeys did 
they take that did not get written down? 
One nineteenth century literary figure who did document 
his opium dreams was Thomas de Quincey, who writes of waking 
states in which he saw visions of vast processions, and he writes of 
friezes upon which never-ending stories were portrayed. Then in 
his sleeping dreams, he says, it was as though an inner theatre had 
been thrown open, upon which nightly spectacles were presented 
of a more than earthly splendour. Moreover, his sense of space, and 
in the end his sense of time, were both powerfully affected by the 
psychotropic drug. Buildings and landscapes, he writes, were 
exhibited in proportions so vast as the bodily eye is not fitted to 
receive. Space swelled, and was amplified to an extent of 
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unutterable infinity. But this did not disturb him as much as the vast 
expansion of time. I sometimes seemed, he writes, to have lived for 
seventy or one hundred years in one night; nay; sometimes had 
feelings representative of a millennium passed in that time. Such 
reflections prompt De Quincey to describe a series of plates by 
Piranesi, which record the scenery of the etcher’s visions during 
one such delirium dream. Some of the plates, De Quincey writes, 
represented vast Gothic halls on the floor of which stood all sorts of 
engines and machinery, wheels, cables, pulleys, levers, catapults, 
&c. &c. expressive of enormous power put forth, and resistance 
overcome. Creeping along the sides of the walls, you perceived a 
staircase; and upon it, groping his way upwards, was Piranesi 
himself: follow the stairs a little further, and you perceive it come 
to a sudden abrupt termination, without any balustrade, and 
allowing no step onwards to him who had reached the extremity, 
except into the depths below. Whatever is to become of poor 
Piranesi, you suppose, at least, that his labours must in some way 
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terminate here. But raise your eyes, and behold a second flight of 
stairs still higher: on which again Piranesi is perceived, but this time 
standing on the very brink of the abyss. Again elevate your eye, and 
a still more aerial flight of stairs is beheld: and so on, until the 
unfinished stairs and Piranesi both are lost in the upper gloom of the 
hall. With the same power of endless growth and self-reproduction, 
De Quincy writes, did my architecture proceed in my dreams. 
We may imagine Burton and Speke entering similar states of 
mind as they saw the interior of Africa stretching endlessly before 
them: a land of sublime heights and vertiginous abysses through 
which the troubled caravan made its anxious way. Perhaps, at 
times, they even fancied themselves, in one delirium or another, 
ascending as gods on the backs of mortals to the roof of an unknown 
world, and in these states what fancies did they entertain about the 
 
 
 
river’s source? They were, after all, entering a land of unfamiliar 
belief: if a crow cawed from a house-top it meant a guest was 
coming; if a black bird cried ‘chee! chee!’ on the road, the porters 
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would turn back; an even number of travellers met at dawn was a 
good omen, but an odd number, or the bark of a fox before the 
march, portended misfortune. All of this Burton narrates with 
anthropological detachment, and as the party proceeds other spells 
and superstitions are brought to light. Burton hears of a spell which 
will throw an entire household into a trance, which is used by 
thieves who will then enter the house to make away with what they 
will. Owing to superstition, twins are sold as slaves or left exposed 
in the jungle, and children with crooked teeth meet the same cruel 
fate. But perhaps most worryingly, for Burton and Speke, there 
were also suspicions concerning the magical and malignant power 
of the whites. In addition to all this, the natives consulted a 
medicine-man before all undertakings. Strong minds of course, 
Burton writes, take advantage of these and a thousand other follies 
– as does Burton himself, when, several pages on, he admits to 
paying a medicine-man for a favourable prophesy regarding the 
much delayed expedition: money well spent, for it played a part in 
steadying the nerves of his men. 
Behind Burton’s rational façade, however, what 
superstitions did he himself entertain? Did he find himself, in his 
feverish deliriums and opium dreams, entertaining any myths about 
the Nile’s source? Did he believe, as Acoreus maintained, that its 
source was one with the genesis of the world? Or did he believe, as 
the ancient Egyptians had, that somewhere upstream a god’s 
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severed member fecundated the river? Did he believe, like Seneca, 
that the Nile’s fertility could cure infertility in women? Or did he 
suspect that instead of a lake he might find a powerful aquifer 
pumping purified water from Africa’s beating heart? Or perhaps he 
believed, as many Christian pilgrims had in the Middle Ages, that 
the waters of the Nile flowed out of paradise itself, bubbling up 
from beneath the roots of the tree of life. In moments of reverie, 
Burton must have toyed with such ideas, and during his many trials 
they must have seemed incredibly seductive. Would the longest 
river in the world lead them to a spring of eternal life, or to a place 
where living men could converse with those long dead? 
In the end, it was Burton’s companion who succeeded in 
finding the Nile’s source, although illness and animosity would sour 
his success. While Burton was lame and malarious and convalescing 
in a town called Tabora, Speke set out to do some exploring on his 
own. Within weeks he became the first European to set eyes on the  
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Nile’s source, and in a salute to queen and county he named it Lake 
Victoria Nyanza. 
Martin Heidegger, in one of his essays on the nature of 
language, speaks of a great hidden stream which moves all things 
along, and he also seems obsessed with the notion of a secret 
source. So what is the source of language that remains concealed 
from language, and what is it in different languages that wells up 
from a single source? With such fluvial metaphors in mind, 
Heidegger attempts to take us upriver. But rather than moving into 
an analytical exploration of language, Heidegger points us toward 
our intimate experience of language itself. He urges us to undergo 
an experience with language by entering into it and submitting to 
its flow. If it is true, he writes, that man finds the proper abode of 
his existence in language, then an experience we undergo with 
language will touch our being’s innermost core. We who 
experience language may thereupon become transformed. 
So how do we enter language; how do we submit to its flow; 
and how can we allow it to touch our inner core, where, following 
the flow of Heidegger's thoughts, the secret source remains 
concealed? Abandoning his weighty philosophical prose for a 
moment, Heidegger provides his readers with the words of a poet 
to light the way: 
 
The Word 
 
Wonder or dream from distant land 
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I carried to my country’s strand 
 
And waited till the twilit norn  
Had found the name within her bourn– 
 
Then I could grasp it close and strong 
It blooms and shines now the front along … 
 
Once I returned from happy sail, 
I had a prize so rich and frail, 
 
She sought for long and tidings told: 
“No like of this these depths enfold.” 
 
And straight it vanished from my hand, 
The treasure never graced my land … 
 
So I renounced and sadly see: 
Where word breaks off no thing may be. 
 
This poem by Stefan George follows language into a timeless 
twilight, where a goddess waits by a well and weaves the fate of the 
world. From a nameless place of wonders the poet approaches with 
what he has found, and from the well the goddess finds names to 
bring these things to life, because only with a name can the poet 
truly own what he has found. Language, Heidegger writes, belongs 
within the domain of this mysterious landscape in which poetic 
saying borders on the fateful source of speech. 
In this poem, there is a sacred source, and there is also a 
fluvial journey, for the poet informs us that the hero has returned 
from happy sail. Picturing this traveller, we see him holding his 
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prize up to the light, but the goddess can find no word with which 
to name the upheld thing, and without a word, without a name, the 
rich, frail thing cannot be sustained. It vanishes and our hero 
returns home empty handed. How powerful, then, is this sacred 
source of speech, which can condemn to non-existence that for 
which there is no name. 
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XIV 
 
 
 
 
 
The shadow is a tight passage, a narrow door, whose 
painful constriction no one is spared who goes down to the 
deep well.xiv 
C. G. Jung, The Archetypes and the Collective 
Unconscious 
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A shadowy draft sent up a low howl from the depths of the geniza, 
and with the thread of words around his wrist, Anselm groped his 
way down the shaft, clinging to a series of angular indentations in 
the brickwork, which was dry and soft to the touch as though it 
were covered with a film of dust or mould, but only when the light 
from the library faded did he realise the danger he was in. He 
rebuked himself for believing what the librarian had said, and he 
also rebuked himself for entering such a dark and narrow hole: an 
enclosed space in which he could be so easily confined. The breeze 
spiralling up from below fed his misgivings. Its low howling was 
like the painful sound of silence itself. As he listened, he imagined 
the bones of other readers in piles beneath him: the brittle bones of 
readers who had been coaxed to their death in the past. Just a few 
more feet, he told himself, a few more feet and he would turn 
back. But he continued, because beneath his fear something was 
urging him on. 
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Eventually, he came to the open end of the shaft, where, 
black and fathomless, a chasm yawned like a nether sky of unknown 
depth. Staring down into it, he saw an inky sea of whorls and 
eddies. So he blinked and rubbed his eyes, because he thought they 
were playing tricks. The darkness was shifting in currents that had a 
mesmerizing effect. It was alive. It stretched. It slept. It unfolded as 
it dreamed. Anselm felt an overwhelming urge to surrender himself 
to its flow. Then, as though some unseen force had acted on his 
thoughts, he lost his footing and had to claw the brickwork to 
prevent a headlong descent. His fingers finally found an indentation 
to latch on to, but his whole lower body was dangling in the dark. 
Then he was fluttering like an old book into the abyss beneath the 
library. 
He expected a fatal descent, but he fell into a viscous realm. 
It was the same atmosphere that preserves memory and into which 
we descend when dreaming. Then all thought faded, and some time 
later he awoke on his back. A greyish landscape undulated into the 
distant gloom, out of which a sort of subterranean horizon slowly 
emerged. Beneath him, and all around him, were mounds of 
manuscripts and books, and there were also letters and documents 
and other loose leaves of paper. An ashy layer of dust covered the 
expanse like a sheet of snow, and there was a distinct aroma of old 
and dried out animal skin. 
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When he tried to get up he felt a shooting pain in his lower 
back, and reaching beneath him he felt the rigid spine of a leather 
bound book. He dislodged it from where it lay embedded in the 
mound of books onto which he had fallen, and its cover, which 
needed a good deal of dusting off, had been decorated with an 
intricate geometric design, reminiscent of books produced during 
Islam’s Golden Age, when Baghdad was the greatest trading city in 
the world. The book’s title page confirmed Anselm’s first 
impression: the letters looked like they had been shaped by desert 
winds and sands. As he admired the penmanship, his thoughts 
turned to the recent invasion of Baghdad, which saw the needless 
destruction of nearly all its major libraries, and for a moment he 
 
 
 
imagined that the lost libraries of Baghdad had somehow been 
granted a ghostly existence in the geniza. Beyond the book’s title 
page, the letters proceeded in a stately procession, and Anselm 
imagined the black line they formed leaving the page altogether, to 
trail off uncertainly into the dim distance, not unlike the camel train 
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he had seen in the travel section of Astoria’s library, which turned 
out to be a tribute to the twelfth century library of Bahauddin 
Valad: a man more widely known for being the father of the Persian 
poet Jalāl ad-Dīn Rumi. 
Anselm had taken more than a passing interest in the owner 
of that fabled caravan. Bahauddin, who was born in 1152, devoted 
his life to studying the books in his father’s library, and in time this 
library was passed on down to him. He became known as the King 
of Learned Men and as the Sultan of Mystical Knowledge. So when, 
in later life, he fled with his family to Konya to escape an inevitable 
invasion of Mongol armies, he loaded his library onto the backs of 
ninety camels and set off across the dry and sandy plains. Anselm 
could not recall how Bahauddin and his family fared, but he did 
know that Arabic poets would often journey into the desert to 
experience their beloved mother tongue in its purest form, 
believing, as they did, that their language derived its richness from 
the tongues of nomadic tribesmen. This richness, however, was not 
won from the desert without danger. In the desert, death could find 
you in any number of ways. You could die through exposure to the 
elements or at the hands of roaming bandits. Some even believed 
you could encounter what desert dwellers called a ghul: a shape-
shifting demon capable of luring even the most seasoned travellers 
to their deaths. 
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Anselm laid this early Islamic book aside and chose another, 
but it also spoke in elegant but incomprehensible signs. Coughing as 
he got to his feet, on account of the dust he had raised, he set off, 
each step sending further dust clouds into the air. He walked for 
miles over these mute mounds of musty books, but his progress was 
made slow by the shifting surface of parchment and paper. He 
stumbled and fell. He became convinced that he was wandering in 
circles, and no matter how far he went, all he found were more 
incomprehensible lines. Why, he wondered, did the acquiring 
agents of the Astorian Public Library invest in and then discard such 
a large collection of Arabic books? He struggled to the top of a rise, 
from which he hoped to see into the distance, and on its summit he 
felt more alone than he had ever felt before. Like a ghost among 
tombs, he wandered aimlessly for hours, until he noticed the thin 
transparent line around his wrist. How strange it was that he had 
forgotten that it had followed him all this way. Reassured, he tried 
all the harder to see into the murky distance. Then an absurd 
thought occurred to him, which continued to play on his mind: 
perhaps he was reading and had entered the central vein of a story 
within which he was being borne along towards its beating heart. 
He pressed on for hours, with this thought in the forefront of his 
mind, until, completely exhausted, he lay himself down and tried 
to sleep, only to be disturbed, sometime later, by a feeling of being 
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observed. He opened his eyes. Above him was an old man with a 
hazy face, who was holding a rusty tin lamp in a shaking hand. 
‘Who are you?’ Anselm asked, feeling unfairly intruded 
upon. 
‘I used to be the caretaker of this place, but not anymore,’ 
the man said. ‘One day I lost my way. I must have spent a century 
down here. It’s like a labyrinth without walls, it just goes on and 
on. So how did you get in here?’ he asked. 
‘A librarian showed me the way,’ Anselm replied, ‘and if 
you want to get out, all you need to do is follow this line’, Anselm 
said raising his arm, until the line round his wrist caught the light. 
‘No thanks’, the man replied, ‘I have a feeling that soon I 
will be there.’ 
‘Be where?’ Anselm asked. 
‘Where does not mean much here,’ the man replied. 
‘Then where is there?’ Anselm asked. 
‘I am sorry,’ he said, ‘but you are not making much sense.’ 
‘You said you had a feeling that soon you would be there.’ 
But the man’s interest had shifted to a vague point on the horizon 
line. 
‘Do you hear that?’ he asked suddenly. ‘Can you hear the 
storm of signs? Quick! Take cover! Everything is lost!’ And lighting 
his way with his rusty lamp, he hobbled over the uneven surface of 
the geniza and disappeared. 
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Then as though his words had stirred something up in a 
distant corner of the geniza, a light breeze ruffled the pages at 
Anselm’s feet, producing the same low howl he had heard when he 
entered the dark shaft. The gentle breeze became a gale, which 
lifted loose pages into the air, and straining his eyes, Anselm saw 
amorphous masses moving towards him. In a state of agitation, 
letters, numerals and other signs had shed their skin and been borne 
up into the fervid air. As they swarmed, they vibrated in collective 
communication, and as they moved and murmured they were 
trying, all the while, to find new forms. They flew down the neck 
of his shirt and worked their way into his pockets, and what was 
worse, they pasted themselves onto the surface of his eyes. 
Anselm grew dizzy, and soon it was all he could do to stand 
up. His legs gave way, and he felt his nervous system shutting 
down. Huddling into himself, he heard the low murmur increase to 
a roar, and when he could bear no more he burrowed down into 
the layers of books. 
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SUBTERRANEAN LIBRARIES 
 
Of all the subterranean libraries, 
the most dynamic is that of Lagash, 
for its books and its librarians 
are kept in constant motion. 
Visitors are borne along by 
crowds of researchers and scholars, 
and by labourers who, 
with tomes on their backs, 
go on all fours like beasts. 
While reading, one is propelled through 
endless corridors and aisles, 
through immense chambers and antechambers, 
where everything is in flux. 
All is bustle and confusion. 
The library is in chaos – or is it? 
In places it is possible for readers 
to climb up leaning ladders, 
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or to clamber onto platforms 
high above the throng, 
as only from above can one observe 
the frantic movement unmolested. 
From on high, subtle patterns 
begin to suggest themselves. 
Pages are passed discretely 
from one librarian to another; 
librarians come together 
and then part without a word; 
books are left in holding bays, 
or are slipped into jacket pockets; 
and you can spend hours trying to fathom 
the library’s grand design, 
until frustrated, or teetering 
on the edge of understanding, 
you throw yourself impatiently 
back into the throng, 
only to clamber onto other platforms 
or climb other leaning ladders, 
seeking a symmetry or a purpose 
that remains beyond your grasp. 
I wandered for weeks 
before finding my way out, 
and still I wonder at what laws govern 
such a fluid circulation of information. 
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XV 
 
 
 
 
 
For Novalis, Night itself is a matter that carries us, 
an ocean that rocks our life: “Night carries thee like a 
mother.” xv 
Gaston Bachelard, Water and Dreams 
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As her father’s car sped along the expressway’s slick black surface, 
Clara let her trembling body sink into dark upholstery. She wished 
it would swallow her whole, but it was the sky that began to close 
in, and soon the rhythmic movement of rain along the edge of the 
windshield began to have a soothing and mildly hypnotic effect. 
Clara was carried by the rainwater’s smooth translucent flow into a 
chamber of her past that she thought she had left behind. Even 
before she arrived she sensed what she would find. Her mother 
would be there on the bank of an underground lake, and she would 
be scratching the water’s edge with her tempestarian’s wand, 
pricking it, provoking it, plunging it into the mud, arousing the 
anger of the water, until vapours rose, clouds formed and thunder 
and lightning approached to ravage the earth. 
Whenever Clara thought of her mother, she also thought of 
water. In fact, she could not think of her mother without water 
coming to mind. But her mother never put her in mind of tranquil 
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lakes or quiet streams. Her mother reminded her of ocean swells 
and cataracts and torrents. From the moment of her conception, 
her mother’s waters surged inside her, and all her life she had 
struggled against her mother’s will. Her mother’s waves had lashed 
her body, her undertows had dragged her down, and her currents 
had confused her and carried her out to sea. Like violent water, 
Clara could never get a handle on her mother, but she knew her 
mother was a body of water that she would eventually have to 
cross. 
But the further into the past she went to find the source of 
her disquiet, the more uncomfortable and impenetrable her 
memories became. She had to force herself through narrow defiles 
and congealed obsidian flows, until she found herself in the 
bedroom where she spent unsettled nights as a child. It was late, 
and the atmosphere was so difficult to move through that Clara had 
to pull herself through it using the legs of her bed and the carved 
feet of her chest of drawers. She finally managed to drag herself out 
into the hall, at the end of which she could just make out the door 
to her parents’ bedroom. She wanted to go to them, but she 
stopped when she heard anger in her mother’s voice. The memory 
was getting so thick now that it was almost impossible to move 
through, but somehow Clara managed to claw her way further in. 
Her parent’s voices, which had been tearing up the fabric of the 
night, finally subsided, and the whole house exhaled with relief. 
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They soon began again though, and Clara found herself trapped in 
the vortex of their voices. Then the front door slammed, and Clara 
knew that it was her father leaving the house. Her mother was 
frantic now, but Clara knew not to interrupt her pain. The house 
was beginning to fill with the dark water of her mother’s emotion, 
and Clara knew that her bedroom was about to be submerged. 
In the same way that a sailor learns over time to read the sea, 
Clara had come to know her mother’s moods. She could sense 
when her mother’s tide was about to tip and turn. She knew its 
convulsions, and she knew when to keep out of its way. She also 
knew, as sailors know, that you should not turn your back on the 
sea for a moment. So why did she hesitate, knowing that a storm 
was about to break? She did not she run, or try to hide. She just 
waited for the breakers to fall. Sobbing, her mother stumbled down 
the hall to the phone. Then after dialling, she spoke words that 
turned Clara's tears to stone, and the stream that flowed between 
mother and daughter froze forever. You cannot do this. If you do not 
come back, you will find your daughter dead. The receiver hit the floor. 
There was more sobbing. Then there was silence, out of which 
Clara began to hear her mother’s footsteps, which she followed 
with mounting apprehension around the house; they were coming 
for her, but whole nights seemed to pass before they stopped at her 
door. From beneath the counterpane, Clara saw her mother’s 
outline in the doorframe, and in her hand she saw the knife her 
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father used to carve up meat. As her mother approached, the 
shadow she cast rolled to the edge of the room. Then, like rising 
water, her shadow worked its way up the walls. Soon Clara could 
feel her mother’s shadow pressing down on her chest, and she was 
finding it increasingly difficult to draw breath. In the swirling 
darkness her mother could not see Clara at all. What she saw was a 
defenceless soul at which she could direct her rage, and she also saw 
a point of weakness in her husband’s otherwise invulnerable heart. 
Clara was petrified, paralysed. She could not even scream. You 
cannot do this. If you do not come back, you will find your daughter dead. 
Clara could no longer bear to see her mother in pain, so waiting for 
the knife to fall she let the night within her carry her away to a 
distant shore. 
A pot hole in the expressway brought Clara back to the 
present, and focusing again on the streams of rain that were dancing 
across the windshield, it was as if the rain of that distant night was 
falling once again, and once again Clara felt herself coming under 
her mother’s spell. When she realised this she felt the ebb and flow 
of a rising resentment. Her resentment spoke to her, but she closed 
her ears to what it said. She refused to give in to it, refused to be 
consumed. So her thwarted resentment grew into a kind of self-
disgust, and as she sat there hating herself she recalled the story of a 
Persian King who ordered his soldiers to corporally punish a body 
of water. 
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According to Herodotus, King Xerxes built a bridge across 
the Dardanelles, but when he heard that a storm had destroyed it, 
he sentenced the waters that swallowed the bridge to three hundred 
lashes and had a pair of iron fetters lowered into their depths. And 
as his men lashed the water, they repeated the following lines: ‘You 
bitter water! Your master inflicts this punishment upon you, 
because you have injured him, although you have suffered no harm 
from him. And King Xerxes will cross over you, whether you will 
it or not’. Like Xerxes, Clara strove to control a body of water, but 
unlike Xerxes, Clara’s body of water was within her. It flowed in 
mysterious cycles all the way back to the source of life: a source 
that was outside of time and that was crying out to be vanquished 
with violence. 
The expressway rolled over hills, through ploughed fields 
and blackened valleys, and the further they went the slower the 
landscape moved on either side. Even the rain beyond the 
windshield seemed to be falling in slow motion, while the night was 
now one with Clara’s distant past. Clara feared her mother in the 
same way that people who cannot swim are afraid of deep water, 
but here she was, moving like a dowsing rod toward the deepest 
well in the world. Clara did not know what to let herself feel 
anymore. Her feelings for her mother had slipped through cracks 
where they lay black beneath the surface. Gazing out the car 
window she tried to remember a poem by Auden about a crack in a 
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tea-cup opening a lane to the land of the dead. That was, after all, 
exactly where she was going, she thought. And if she did not go, 
then she knew that the night would always be there: inching its way 
out of closets, cascading out of cracks in walls, and lurking like a 
nightmare in the memory of her mother’s eyes. Even if she were to 
turn and drive in the opposite direction, Clara knew that the night 
would pursue her all the way to the end of the world. 
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XVI 
 
 
 
 
 
The libraries that have vanished or have never been 
allowed to exist greatly surpass in number those we can visit, 
and form the links of a circular chain that condemns us 
all.xvi 
Alberto Manguel, The Library at Night 
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1832  From the ship’s deck, the coast of Persia, Saudi 
Arabia and Oman drifted past like a lantern show of biblical 
illustrations that shimmered on the surface of Edwards’ troubled 
thoughts. Sitting with the small volume that Ibn al-Nadim had 
pressed into his hand, Edwards would lapse into silences that often 
lasted for hours, within which he tried to follow the complex 
meander of his thoughts all the way to the distant shore where 
words begin to breathe. 
All cultures, he mused, have myths to explain the birth of 
language, and in some of these myths language was given as a gift. 
In Teutonic myth, for instance, language was the gift of a god: the 
same god who gave man visual and auditory perceptions; and in an 
Australian aboriginal myth there was a great dreamtime goddess 
who presented each of her children with a language for them to play 
with. A Finnish myth tells of a great primeval minstrel who invited 
all creation to listen to his song, but only man was capable of 
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understanding the song’s full meaning, and the duty of man from 
then on was to sing this song from end to end. There are, however, 
Edwards reflected, many myths in which language is clearly a curse. 
In Greek myth, it was Hermes, the athletic messenger god, who, 
winging his way down from heaven, taught man the secrets of 
speech, but instead of bringing people together, this divine 
knowledge caused dissent, which resulted in man’s division into 
separate warring states. An equally unfortunate tale is told of the 
coming of language in Hindu tradition, which holds that the tree of 
knowledge, becoming too proud for its own good, attempted to 
spread its canopy over the entire earth, so Brahma, the water-born 
and water bearing god of creation, felled the tree, scattered its 
limbs, and each severed limb grew into a new tree with a unique 
tongue. How similar this tree was, Edwards thought, to the great 
ash of Nordic myth, the branches of which extended into the 
firmament above, and the roots of which were nourished by several 
sacred sources: by the well of fate and death, by the well of wisdom 
and memory, and by a sacred spring of water which fed the earth’s 
effluvial flows. This myth, in particular, seemed to carry Edwards 
further upstream, because, like the myth of Ea, it pointed to a 
living water of the word. Such were Edwards’ thoughts, at any rate, 
as he and Homer approached the Arabian Sea, before boarding a 
ship that weeks later was cutting through the wastes of the Atlantic, 
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and with each passing day Edwards felt himself closing in on the 
source of the word. 
It was also on this journey that a bond developed between 
Edwards and Homer which unsettled and offended many of the 
passengers and crew. It was a bond that resembled the unusually 
deep connection that forms between twins. Through a strange 
intuition, they began to feel each others’ most guarded emotions, 
and soon they were completing each others’ sentences and divining 
each others’ thoughts. On several occasions, they even seemed, in 
an altogether astonishing way, to be sharing in each others’ 
increasingly complex dreams. Within months they had invented a 
language to converse in that was at once rich and articulate, and 
incomprehensible to outsiders. So consuming was their friendship 
that they eschewed all company, abandoning themselves to its 
apparent limitlessness. Perhaps this closeness was responsible for 
the suspicious looks they began to attract, or maybe these looks had 
more to do with Edwards’ deepening trances, which he would 
plunge into while gazing beyond the horizon line, in a state so 
completely detached and withdrawn that Homer had to shake him 
quite vigorously before he showed signs of life. They both knew 
that they were being observed with mounting suspicion, but were 
surprised when in Copenhagen, in Reykjavik, in Halifax and in 
Boston they noticed total strangers eyeing them as they passed. In 
New York it was worse. Everywhere they felt compelled to watch 
186 
 
their backs. So it was with caution that Edwards entered an 
antiquarian bookshop on Book Row owned by a Jewish book trader 
with whom he often corresponded. The man’s name was Israel, and 
in addition to being a trader he was a linguist. 
Israel had never met Edwards in person, but he welcomed 
him as a friend, and when Edwards produced the book Ibn al-
Nadim had given him, Israel examined it, growing quiet and 
thoughtful as he proceeded. 
‘What you have here, Edwards,’ he said, some minutes 
later, ‘is a version of the story of the tower of Babel.’ 
This news, for some reason, was hardly a surprise to 
Edwards. It would not even be too much to say that it was 
something he had been expecting. So with an aroused curiosity, he 
pressed Israel for more information. 
‘The tower of Babel has been popular with storytellers 
throughout the ages,’ Israel said. ‘Variations are constantly 
appearing and disappearing. The version I am most familiar with 
appears in the Aggadic Midrash, which identifies the king in the story 
as King Nimrod, who, with six hundred thousand men, constructed 
a tower to rebel against God. There were, according to the Midrash, 
three types of rebels among the workmen: one third wanted to use 
the tower to war against God, one third wanted to set up their idols 
in heaven to worship them there, and one third wanted to enter 
heaven to ruin it with bows and spears. So from the vertiginous 
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heights of the tower, the workmen fired arrows into the air, and 
when these arrows descended covered in blood, they convinced 
themselves that they had slain God. But while they celebrated their 
victory, God addressed his angels: ‘Come, let us go down, and 
there confound their language, that they may not understand one 
another’s speech.’ So God and his legions descended bearing 
languages like curses, and the ensuing miscommunication was the 
cause of many deaths. Sections of the tower crumbled, brawls 
broke out amongst the workmen, and those who survived were 
punished according to the nature of their rebellion: one third were 
banished; another third were transformed into apes and phantoms; 
and the final third waged war on each another, and in this way most 
were killed. A third of the tower was buried, another third was 
burned, and the ruins that remained were left as a reminder. Even 
today some believe that the site where the tower stood is cursed. 
Whoever passes its ruins, they say, forgets everything they know. 
But the author of this passage,’ Israel went on, still studying the 
book closely, ‘tells a very different version of the tale. It is, 
however, written in an obscure and difficult cuneiform. It could 
take me several weeks to complete an adequate translation. But you 
look tired Edwards. Go upstairs and rest a while, and in an hour, be 
so kind as to join me for a meal.’ 
Israel’s upstairs residence looked the same as the bookstore 
below, but for the artefacts that were placed on the bookshelves 
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among the books. Edwards was initially drawn to a tablet from the 
palace of Darius the Great. Then he saw an engraving of an 
obelisque unearthed near the city of Nimrud, and among the clay 
statues of gods that populated Israel’s desk, there was a winged, 
human-headed lion and a winged, human-headed bull. With the 
eyes of these gods on him, Edwards reclined on a cushioned lounge 
that was set deep into a cosy bay of books, and in a state of deep 
relaxation he reflected on what Israel had said. 
Israel’s story of the tower differed from those that Edwards 
had heard before. He had never heard of arrows being used in an 
assault on God, although this did put him in mind of a fifteenth 
century illumination showing Mary Magdalene shooting love- 
arrows into the heart of an airborne Christ. How easily, Edwards 
reflected, the meaning of such imagery could be reversed. 
Perhaps building of the tower of Babel was not an act of rebellion at 
all. Was it not it more likely to have been motivated by some form 
of love and devotion? Or maybe the tower was a cry for help that 
fell on the ears of a violent God who responded with aggression 
when he saw the vulnerability of the creatures he had created. How 
weak they were, and how they reminded him of his own shameful 
faults and flaws. 
‘So what does the tower represent to you?’ Edwards asked 
Israel later that night. 
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‘The tower of Babel is a complex symbol,’ Israel explained, 
as he poured Edwards a generous glass of his best wine. ‘In one 
myth, the tower is so high that it takes a year to mount to the top – 
so each brick takes a whole year to reach the summit. If a man 
fell from the tower it was cause for little concern, but if a brick was 
lost it was the cause of considerable lamentation. Another version 
maintains that seven materials were used to make the tower, and 
each material, so the myth goes, corresponded to a part of speech, 
which would mean, at least symbolically, that the Babylonians were 
actually trying to ascend to heaven with words. It may have been a 
sacred site because it was where they stored their books. Maybe it 
was the library of Babylon that Israel’s God came down to destroy.’ 
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On their way to the New York Public Library the next day, 
Edwards and Homer marvelled at the many towers of the city’s 
rising skyline, while Edwards remembered the buried cities he had 
seen in the desert, which, in their time, had been just as full of 
optimism for the future, and in his mind’s eye he began to see the 
city as a desolate place, half-buried in thick layers of dust and 
debris. It made him uncomfortable, so as soon as Israel had 
completed his translation, he and Homer departed on a schooner 
that sailed down America’s eastern coast and on into the temperate 
waters of the Caribbean Sea. Later, in Latin America, Edwards 
resumed his buying of books, but for every book collection he 
visited dozens had been destroyed. 
In Mesopotamia, Edwards learned of the lost libraries of 
Baghdad, among which thirty-six alone, including the famous 
House of Wisdom, were destroyed during the sack of the city in 
1258. As an apprentice, he had learned of the lost collections of the 
British Isles, like those destroyed when Henry VIII dissolved the 
monastic institutions, or like those destroyed by his son who went 
to war against the past. In fact, when Edwards cast his mind back 
over the paths he had cut through Europe, there was hardly a city 
without a square that had not been the site of an auto-da-fé. A book 
trader in the Piazza San Marco told him of the mass book burnings 
there, which were carried out in the name of God under the orders 
of a pope who had formerly been an overzealous member of the 
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inquisition. Another auto-da-fé occurred in 1568 when the 
warehouses of Venetian publishers were raided, and mounds of 
beautifully printed editions were sent drifting in a blasphemous 
smoke cloud over the Italian main. And while strolling one evening 
through the Place Vendôme in Paris, a square now known for its 
fashionable hotels, Edwards was told of the fire that had lit up the 
night sky there, when in 1792 the people of France burnt the books 
that were housed in the Office of Orders. In Granada, too, 
Edwards was told, by a librarian of that city, of the incineration of 
books in the Plaza de la Viva Rambla, when in 1499 the cardinal 
tried to convert the Muslim moors, and to this end he destroyed 
over a million of their books. There were countless libraries lost in 
London’s Great Fire of 1666, and many libraries met the same fate 
when a similar fire levelled Copenhagen. Tunisian libraries were 
destroyed after the invasion of Charles V, which followed his 
destruction of the sixteenth century libraries of Rome. Libraries in 
Carthage, libraries lost when Vesuvius erupted, libraries in 
Marseilles, in Montpellier, in Strasbourg and Toulouse, in Aix-la 
Chapelle and in Florence, where the Medici libraries met their end, 
in Budapest, in Munster, in Heidelberg and Lyon, in Median and 
Cracow and in Constantinople and Cordoba. The face of Europe, 
Edwards reflected, was a map of man’s violence against his own 
memory, and every lost library left an absence spiralling in its 
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wake. So when Edwards and Homer began to visit the Latin 
American centres of learning, they were sickened to learn of the 
libraries that the Spanish and Portuguese had condemned. 
Civilization, it seemed, had succeeded in spreading little more than 
ignorance and destruction, while successfully erasing all other ways 
of reading the world. In Edwards’ and Homer’s shared dreams they 
often saw a ghostly scholar roaming the ruined halls of the Colegio 
de Santa Cruz, and his constant lamentations reached far back into 
the past. 
‘In the market square of Tlaltelolco in 1529’, he informed 
them,’ monks with flaming torches incinerated the archives of 
Anahuac, an educated nation with cities more populous than any in 
Europe at the time. Thirty-two years later, he went on, the Spanish 
destroyed the libraries of the Yucatan nation, and in 1583 the Incan 
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library of knotted chords was set alight, because the Council of 
Lima saw nothing in them but their own fear of demonic spells.  
 
 
 
By the seventeenth century, all Aztec books in Mexico had 
disappeared, and the Incan library of the Temple of the Sun had 
long since vanished. More recently, he sighed, the learned Jesuits 
were expelled, and most of the libraries they founded were either 
dispersed or destroyed. One can only imagine what these lost 
libraries contained: calendars, star charts, catalogues of animals and 
plants, ceremonial speeches, histories and biographies, books of the 
living and books of the dead, dream bibles, bibles of dreams, 
accounts of atrocities and wars, of plagues and natural disasters, and 
what else besides, can now never be known.’ 
In a spirit of despair Edwards and Homer rounded Cape 
Horn Island, abandoning hope for civilization as they entered the 
southern seas. From here, they may as well have sailed off the edge 
of the world, because no records of their whereabouts from then on 
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have been preserved. Some accounts claim that they lived in various 
Indochinese cities, while others maintain that they lived with 
tribesmen in the hills of New Guinea, and some evidence suggests 
that they studied African languages in Botswana. All we can be 
certain of is that in the southern winter of 1853, they arrived in 
Astoria aboard a ship filled from bow to stern with books. 
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THE LIBRARY OF BABEL 
 
The exiles moved east to a 
perfumed plain beyond the desert, 
where they erected spacious tents 
and released their weary beasts, 
and in thanksgiving they began 
to build a temple to their god. 
As was their custom, they built 
a tower up which processions 
could ascend, and its seven levels 
contained seven chambers, 
from which seven libraries 
would speak forth; for as well 
as ascending to their god with bricks, 
they would ascend to him 
with words. Many years passed, 
and by the time the tower was completed, 
the King’s heart was full of longing 
for dry winds and seas of sands, 
but to live, even for a day, 
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without his books he could not do. 
The rising city walls soon came to 
oppress his restless heart, 
which quenched its thirst 
on the scent of the desert’s balmy breezes 
whenever they entered his gardens 
or swelled the sails of his sleep. 
Then one night he dreamed of a caravan 
approaching a palm plantation, 
and from first to last there were 
seven hundred camels in its train. 
When he had this dream interpreted 
he knew what had to be done. 
He had seven hundred camels 
wound around the tower, until the first 
had reached its sacred mount 
and the last its sacred base. 
Then the seven separate libraries 
were set upon their backs, 
and when the last book was strapped 
to the seven hundredth beast, 
the camel train descended 
and disappeared into the blue. 
Every seven years the king 
led his libraries from the city, 
and each time he returned, 
all the books had been rearranged 
to reflect visions he had seen 
while wandering the seas of sand, 
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because each seven years another 
pillar of wisdom was revealed. 
As his people prospered the King’s 
exodus became an ever greater affair, 
until the camels, adorned 
with pearls and rubies set in gold, 
were paraded through streets 
lined with cheering crowds of people. 
Children flew kites from roof tops, 
women danced, and beasts were basted, 
and the taverns overflowed 
with rivers of red wine. 
But the seventh time 
the king sallied forth 
he went mad in the midst of his vision, 
and his seven hundred camels 
were scattered over the seas of sand. 
For the seventh pillar of wisdom 
is unholy for men to know. 
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when my pen leaks, I think awry xvii 
Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Reverie 
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Like a vulnerable animal, Anselm burrowed back up to the surface 
of the geniza, over which a fresh silence had settled in the wake of 
the murmur and roar of the storm. There were still no landmarks 
and no way to orient himself. So he craned his neck to see if any 
points of light betrayed openings overhead, but there was only a 
darkness which probably hid the petrified roots of trees. Lowering 
his eyes, he scanned the indistinct horizon line, and at one point he 
thought he detected a faint glow. He focused in on this barely 
perceptible blush of light, and although he could see nothing 
beneath it, in his mind’s eye he saw an image of the Alexandrian 
lighthouse, a massive tower of hewn stone that guided ships to the 
largest library in the ancient world. 
Anselm was drawn to this reassuring patch of light, and so 
with a renewed sense of purpose, he struck out once more across 
the dusty plain. Several hours later, he noticed a change in the 
appearance of the books beneath him. The elegant letters of the 
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desert had all but disappeared, and angular Latin letters now 
populated the pages. He seemed, he thought, to have passed from 
one family of languages into another. The bindings of the books had 
also changed. They were less lavish than before, and in addition to 
this, he now found all manner of printed illustrations, one of which, 
as though by chance, was a hand-coloured plate of Alexandria’s 
lighthouse. It was a vividly imagined depiction of this former 
wonder of the world, and Anselm was amused to see that the artist, 
 
 
 
a Dutchman by the name of Heemskerck, had filled the waters with 
galleons, merchantmen and other oceangoing vessels that his 
sixteenth century viewers would have been well acquainted with. 
Even the buildings surrounding the harbor had a distinctly European 
cast, and behind these buildings the great lighthouse, standing on 
the crags of the island of Pharos, rose like a spiralling shell into a 
dramatic expanse of sky. Anselm did not know why Heemskerck 
had chosen to give his lighthouse a conical shape, when the actual  
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lighthouse had looked more like an outsized citadel. Heemskerch 
had chosen the same shape Bruegel chose for his tower of Babel, 
and Anselm wondered what meaning they had been trying to 
convey. He also wondered what the rooms within the tower would 
have been like. Would they have resembled the smooth and gently 
curved chambers within a shell? Seashells, he reflected, are shaped 
on the silent bed of the sea, but the artist’s conical tower rose into 
the most rarefied air, making the tower a kind of bridge between 
sky and sea. 
Absorbed in thoughts of this nature, he pushed on toward 
the light, and after several hours of hard going, the surface of the 
geniza inclined down. Before him was a valley sunk in slumbering 
mist, and as he descended into it, the books became malleable and 
moist. Some had melted into each other, others had warped out of 
shape, and when he opened these books he saw that all of their 
pages had combined. Each page was palimpsest upon which several 
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layers could be seen. Further on, Anselm sank into these books up 
to his knees, and in the middle distance he could see that the surface 
of the geniza was in motion. He had reached the broad marshy bank 
of an underground river, but the mist prevented him from seeing 
what lay on the other side. Surveying this black, glacial expanse, he 
felt how he imagined John Speke had felt when he set eyes for the 
first time on Central Africa’s highland lakes. Anselm looked both 
up and down river, but in the dark he could not see far, and he 
wondered which way he should go to find a place where he could 
cross. The light on the horizon was more downstream than up. So 
he walked downstream, along the wide meandering bank, until a 
frail old woman shuffled out of the mist. 
She acknowledged his presence by bowing her delicate head. 
Anselm did not think he had seen anyone so old before, but her 
eyes were clear blue and filled with dancing light.  
‘You are not from around here,’ she observed kindly, ‘but if 
you have got this far you must be hungry.’ 
‘I have not eaten for over a day’, Anselm replied. 
‘Take this then,’ the woman said, kneeling down to gather 
some of the inky liquid in her hands. ‘It will do you good,’ she said 
as she raised her cupped hands to his lips. 
Anselm hesitated for a second before lowering his head. The 
dark water had the round mouth-feel of lukewarm milk, but there 
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was something maternal and deep and round and earthy about it. So 
he drank, and as he drank his hunger subsided. 
‘You look better already,’ the woman said. ‘Now, about 
crossing to the other side—just continue downriver until you reach 
the large embankment of books, which is where the boatmen 
always appear to take readers across.’ 
Anselm suddenly felt a great warmth for this woman, the 
kind of warmth you feel for someone who has been looking out for 
you for some time, but this sense of warmth was disturbed by a 
steely aroma in the air. He tried to place it. Did the dark river 
water smell of steel? Then he realised what it was. The steely smell 
was the smell of blood. The woman had a red stain on her dress the 
size of a rose. 
‘I received this wound when the Alexandrian library was 
destroyed,’ she said. ‘I remember running out into the street, and 
then I found myself down here.’ 
‘But Alexandria’s library was destroyed over two thousand 
years ago,’ Anselm said. 
‘Maybe that is true where you come from, but time is 
irrelevant here. I often wonder how it happened,’ she continued as 
Anselm leaned closer to catch her words. ‘One moment I am living 
at the centre of the world, and then I find myself here with only 
mounds of books for friends. Perhaps so many works were burned 
that day that it created a kind of vacuum that sucked everything up 
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and deposited it down here. I was young and slender then. I guess I 
got carried away. So what brings you here?’ she asked. 
‘I am looking for a book,’ Anselm explained, ‘but I have 
been walking for over a day, and in that time, I have not seen one 
single word I can understand.’ 
‘The geniza’, the woman said, ‘is the place to which all 
books return, or to put it another way, it is where old words come 
to die. So as you can imagine, to find a book here is not an easy 
thing to do. Do not be discouraged though, because in the geniza 
what you seek has a way of finding you.’ 
With these words, the woman bowed her silvery head and 
took her leave, and as Anselm continued downstream he went back 
over what she had said, until scenes from his past began to appear 
before his eyes: a phenomenon which he attributed to the dark 
water he had consumed. Every few moments, a landscape from 
memory would hover in and out of focus. He saw an aunt’s garden 
in the morning thick with geraniums and roses. He saw a Ferris 
wheel in a field that he had once seen from a moving train. He saw, 
in minute detail, his book-filled childhood bedroom, and other 
rooms from infancy faded in and faded out, as did scenes that felt 
familiar, but which he was unable to place. These fleeting scenes, 
he realised, were living and breathing beside him, and as he 
followed the river, which was gradually turning in on itself like a 
snake, he thought he saw Clara ahead of him, weaving in and out of 
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the dark. But was it actually her, or was her image the result of the 
dark water he had consumed? He could see that Clara was 
struggling to pull herself through the air. So he quickened his pace, 
but she remained perpetually out of reach. He could see she was in 
distress, but there was no way he could help her. 
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THE LIBRARY AND THE LAKE 
 
The Akkadians worship a god 
of water who is also 
a god of language, and hence 
their belief that the life 
of the library mirrors the life 
of the lake. Their god, 
they will tell you, was conceived 
of earth and water, and it was he 
who invented their alphabet and 
taught them to write and speak. 
In Akkad’s library, you can learn 
about the history of the city; 
you can read its literature, and 
you can read of its religion and its art. 
Or, if you prefer, you can take tea 
on the terraced rooftop gardens, 
from which the many waterways  
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of the city can be seen. 
All this, however, was what I learnt 
of Akkad from its books. Now 
travellers approach the city 
over salty plains, where 
the sand-filled hulls of fishing boats 
lie rusting in the sun. 
Beside them rusty chains 
are attached to rusty anchors, 
and as you near the city 
you can read its past 
in what the lake has left behind. 
It was the city’s priests who prophesied 
the loss of the great library, 
but men of science predicted 
the imminent loss of the lake. 
As was foretold, the lake withdrew; 
the market gardens withered; 
the merchant ships were mired 
in putrid pools of mud. 
And all the while, the foundations 
of the library warped and groaned, 
until colonnades collapsed, 
cross-vaulted roofs fell in, 
and bookcases were crushed 
by tons of cut stone coming down. 
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As both woman and beast, Bruno Bettelheim has described 
the Sphinx as ‘a symbol of the good, nurturing mother and 
the bad, destructive mother.’ xviii 
Janine Burke, The Gods of Freud 
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Disturbed by her thoughts, Clara watched the approaching night 
with misgiving, dozing occasionally, only to be jolted awake by 
potholes in the road. In the headlight’s beams, she could see the 
downpour steadily increasing, and to either side the world was 
becoming more saturated and obscure. Small hazy towns loomed 
large and then receded in the rear-view mirror, and in the shadow 
spaces between them fields and forests stretched and shifted, 
parting to reveal lost corners of memories and dreams. Watching 
this shadow play, Clara tried to picture her mother’s face, but, try 
as she might, she could no longer remember what her mother had 
looked like. Then suddenly, above a hedgerow, her mother’s face 
flashed out of the dark, but it was deformed and out of focus, and as 
it dissolved the reality of her mother’s imminent death was borne 
down upon her. 
As a child, Clara had quietly accepted the loss of her mother 
with a resignation that became part of how she saw herself, but 
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within this resignation there was an absence that echoed insidiously, 
a hollow space into which so many of her emotions just 
disappeared. It was a space that grew thicker and heavier over the 
years, and as time went by it began to secrete a hard protective 
shell. Clara had heard the mind compared to a historical museum 
with many dark places between the visible areas on display. It was 
an analogy she liked, but at heart she was not convinced. Museums 
were too enclosed to contain the chimeras of the mind. She 
preferred to think of her mind as an uncharted range of mountains, 
in the gullies and grottoes of which her unresolved conflicts, 
primitive impulses and contradictions lay in wait, like vaguely 
threatening creatures from a strange and antique land. There were, 
she imagined, sphinxes, basilisks and mandrakes of the mind, and 
there were probably hydras, salamanders and prehistoric flying 
dragons, like the dragon that stood in the Astorian Public Library’s 
grassy forecourt: a winged dragon frozen in its struggle with Saint 
George. 
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As the motion of the car lulled her into a trance-like state, 
she saw this statue of Saint George loom large in her mind’s eye. 
What energy, Clara thought, was being expended by the two 
combatants? Saint George’s black steed is rearing in revulsion; the 
dragon is craning its neck to attack the bloody lance; and St George, 
with a buttocks that Clara occasionally stopped to admire, is stuck 
to his mount, while thrusting his steel through the dragon’s 
throbbing heart. Saint George, Clara noticed, was fixated on the 
wound, and it was clear that the artist had sought to create a 
moment of climax. The sculptor had worked hard to sexualise his 
subject, and his conjunction of sex and death was both primal and 
perverse. 
In the tale of Saint George and the Dragon as it appears in 
the Legenda Sanctorum, a popular medieval text describing the lives 
of Christian saints, a North African dragon is accused of spreading 
death by plague, and so to appease it, the harried people feed it a 
sheep a day. But when there are no more sheep they begin to 
appease it with their children, which are chosen in a kind of lottery 
until the day Saint George arrives. Clara wondered if the sculpture 
symbolised man slaying his animal nature, or whether it was a 
symbol of the west saving the east from bestial impulses and 
desires. Or perhaps it was his own sexual desire that Saint George 
was trying to destroy with an impulsive violence that welled up 
from some hidden source: a source within which claws, teeth, 
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talons, fangs and other animal forms waited impatiently for an 
opportunity to strike. The sculptor, at any rate, had eroticised the 
myth’s meaning, because his Saint George is nothing if not sexually 
charged. Clara, for one, longed to see Saint George struggling with 
the dragon, and weighing it down in the dark primeval dirt. 
A different version of the myth holds that the dragon built its 
nest at the source of a spring: the same spring which supplied the 
people of the village with their water. Clara had read somewhere 
that for the Lele people of Kasai the most sacred animals were those 
that spent their days at the sources of streams, which was where, so 
they believed, the spirits of the dead resided. Clara knew that these 
‘spirits’ were not so much spirits as impulses and emotions, which 
spring, not from natural fountains, but from deep sources of life. 
The impulse to procreate stemmed from these sources, and so too 
did the need to nurture, but were there not other less benign 
compulsions which bubbled up from below? What tainted spring 
could produce her regular descents into depression, or her desire to 
lose herself in self-destructive acts? What secret source continually 
drove her into isolation, and what could cause her to be so painfully 
disappointed with herself? She knew that psychologists used myths 
to answer such questions, which was how she came to read of 
Medea’s murder of her sons. 
For many years, Clara had been fascinated by the story of 
Medea, but the first time she heard the term ‘Medea complex’ used 
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was several weeks before her father’s unexpected return from 
abroad. The term was used to describe a mother’s impulsive urge 
to kill her offspring, often as revenge for the unfaithfulness of the 
father. How many questions, Clara thought, arose out of such a 
theory? Were some types of infanticide simply perverse reactions to 
being betrayed, and what could exposure to this impulse do to the 
sexual mechanism itself? Could it force it underground to emerge 
from states of deepest sleep, from the same muddy waters that she 
imagined St George and the dragon thrashing about in? 
With an aching sense of loss, Clara rose out of these 
reflections, and for a time she silently watched the windscreen-
wipers parting rain. Resting her head, she let the side window 
vibrate against her temple, and an hour passed before a cheerless 
dawn broke through the stormy sky. She was fully awake as her 
father steered the car into a desolate car park, at the far side of 
which the hospital squatted on concrete haunches, its sliding glass 
doors two imposing squares of fluorescent white. They walked 
towards these doors together, but Clara stopped halfway and asked 
her father if he would wait for her in the car. They embraced stiffly, 
and she climbed the hospital’s concrete stairs alone. As the doors 
slid open and the white world within swallowed her up, she felt 
herself entering the certainty of a story, because with each step she 
became more aware of an underlying sense of order, of a type she 
had always hoped for but had never found any proof of. Like a 
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murder mystery that a reader has unravelled long before the final 
page, the most insignificant details were falling into place. She felt 
like she had read this chapter of her life a long, long time ago, and 
only now was she reliving everything she had forgotten. Even the 
face of the nurse at the reception desk was familiar, but Clara could 
not, for the life of her, recall where she had seen her before. This 
nurse took a piece of paper, and marked it with an ‘X’, and handing 
it to Clara, she directed her down a shadowy hall. The ‘X’ marked 
the location of her mother’s ward. So with map in hand, Clara 
made her way into the gloom, which grew so dark that she was 
impressed at there being so much darkness. It made her thirsty, and 
she wanted to drink the darkness down, to feel it entering her, to 
feel it erasing all her thoughts and fears. 
As she proceeded, she recalled how the Parisian philosopher 
Guy Debord described the final works of Francisco Goya: black 
takes over everything, Debord wrote, as Saturn devours his 
children. Moments later, she felt like she was entering the spaces of 
Rothko’s final paintings, which she had heard described as being as 
black and empty as open tombs. Then, with premonitions of 
horror, she recalled how Rothko had died. He was found dead on 
the floor of his apartment, after overdosing on antidepressants and 
taking a knife to the underside of his wrist. Clara once met an 
Israeli woman who visited America once a year with the sole 
purpose of spending three days with Rothko’s paintings. Year in, 
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year out, she would return, to be surrounded by Rothko’s 
darkness; she would cry, she would speak to no one, and three days 
later, she would leave. With this woman in mind, Clara reached the 
ward that corresponded to the ‘X’ on the map, and beside the door 
she saw her mother’s name on a piece of card in a metal housing. 
Standing before it, she whispered the syllables of that name, and for 
a moment she found herself imagining that her mother was already 
dead. Moments later, in fact, standing at the foot of the only 
occupied bed in the room, Clara did sense the cold physical 
presence of a cadaver. Although maybe, she thought, it was just the 
bunch of fading jonquils by the bed, which had a sickly sweet smell 
which resembled bodily decay. Abandoned, a half-finished book lay 
beneath the flower’s fallen petals, giving the bedside table the 
appearance of a tiny shrine. 
Her mother was asleep, and although the thick synthetic 
blinds were drawn, Clara could still make out the outline of her 
face. Focusing in on it, she saw the deep creases in her cheeks, and 
they seemed to be the type of thing that Auden had written about: 
 
The glacier knocks in the cupboard, 
The desert sighs in the bed, 
And the crack in the tea-cup opens 
A lane to the land of the dead. 
 
The other beds in the ward were empty. If there was a corpse it was 
hidden away. But Clara was mindful of death as she opened the 
216 
 
draw of the bedside table. Inside was a paperback, a writing pad, 
and a box of prescription pills, and as Clara closed the drawer her 
mother opened her eyes. 
‘Who are you?’ her mother asked. 
‘Your daughter,’ Clara said, feeling colder and harder as she 
turned this question over in her mind. 
A silence ensued, which both mother and daughter were 
afraid to fill, and in this silence Clara thought that her mother 
looked frozen through. 
‘Are you alright? Do you need a nurse?’ Clara finally asked. 
‘I don’t need a nurse,’ her mother said, before lapsing back 
into exhausted silence. 
Clara tried to interpret the lines on her mother face, to see 
what, if anything, they revealed about the future or the past, and 
she managed to do this without looking her mother in the eye: 
perhaps she was afraid of being frozen, of being turned to salt or 
stone, or maybe she was scared of what might flow between them. 
‘How long have you been here?’ Clara asked. 
‘A few months,’ her mother said. ‘Yesterday I was told I 
only have a few weeks left.’ 
Another silence descended. The ticking of a clock filled the 
room. Then, as before, the lines of Auden’s poem came to mind: 
 
But all the clocks in the city 
Began to whirr and chime: 
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‘O let not Time deceive you, 
You cannot conquer Time. 
 
‘I am sorry,’ her mother said, but Clara kept her eyes 
averted. ‘I am sorry for being the mother that I was.’ 
Was it forgiveness her mother wanted, Clara asked herself. 
The very thought of forgiving her mother sickened her through and 
through. Whatever had to happen between them had nothing to do 
with forgiveness. To forgive her mother was not her job, and it was 
not why she had come. Suddenly, Clara felt herself filling with 
resentment again: the resentment children have a right to feel when 
denied a mother’s love. For the first time, Clara felt how deeply 
wounded she had been; the wound had not healed, and the buried 
pain had arranged to meet her here. She felt it so deeply that she 
was suddenly bereft of all strength. She sat down, and as tears 
began welling in her eyes, another myth rose to the surface of her 
mind. 
Oedipus, the tragic hero of the play that bears his name, had 
also, she realised, been abandoned by his mother at a young age—
abandoned, that is, by the person who should have loved him the 
most. Unconsciously, if not consciously, Oedipus must have been 
enraged. On the advice of an oracle his mother not only refused to 
give him her love, she also ordered a slave to leave him to die 
exposed in the woods. The complex, that such a great deal of 
psychoanalytic work was based on, did not, Clara thought, have its 
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origin in infantile sexual desires. Surely such a complex began when 
the child was abandoned and betrayed. Turning inward, Clara saw 
the child she had once been: a child abandoned by her mother, 
ignored by an absent father, and left by Clara herself to drown in 
the depths of her past. In her mother’s rejection of her, Clara saw 
her own rejection of herself, and the only way she could heal 
herself was to try to be a better mother to that child. These 
thoughts turned to water as she raised her head and looked into her 
mother’s eyes, and only then did the frozen ice fields of the 
Caucasus start to thaw. 
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THE SHADOW LIBRARY 
 
The city of Erida stands 
on stilts above the silty sludge 
of a delta, in a mangrove swamp 
impenetrable without guides 
and men with machetes. 
The earth here is so fertile 
that cut paths are reclaimed 
within days, and its isolation 
has seen the city’s institutions 
evolve in unusual ways. 
The library, for instance, 
is housed in an elevated hall, 
where books are kept in cages 
that hang from the beams above. 
When a reader requests a book, 
a librarian unhooks it with a pole, 
before leading the reader into 
a private room with paper walls; 
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only after the door has been 
closed, however, can the reader 
peruse the book at will. 
These precautions are required 
because all the library’s books 
have autonomous shadows 
which are free to move about 
as the books are being read. 
When a reader finishes reading, 
he returns the book to its cage, 
and only when the book has 
been joined by its shadow, 
is the cage door closed behind it. 
Erida’s books become 
incomprehensible when 
separated from their shadows: 
because the words begin to fade 
as their shadows draw away. 
While discussing this prodigy, 
a wayward shadow flew in 
through an open door, 
searching for the book that 
it had abandoned years before. 
The book in question had been 
separated from its shadow 
for so long that its pages 
showed no sign of ever 
having been written upon. 
But in under an hour black ink 
221 
 
began to pepper its pages, 
and by nightfall, it looked 
like it had been freshly transcribed. 
I was then told of a storm 
that levelled the library, 
and my guide described how he 
waded through the dense debris, 
freeing frantic shadows 
from the cages that confined them. 
These surviving shadows, he said, 
circled the city for days 
like homing pigeons mourning 
the unhappy loss of their home. 
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XIX 
 
 
 
 
 
the library was at once the Celestial Jerusalem and an 
underground world on the border between terra incognita 
and Hades.xix 
Umberto Eco, The Name of the Rose 
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The embankment Anselm had been directed to was little more than 
an outcropping of books, and nowhere was there any sign of a 
boatman or a boat. Thirsty again, he knelt down and cupped the 
dark water in his hands, drinking so deeply now that he drifted into 
a state of inebriation, in which he could feel his consciousness being 
swept downstream. The sensation recalled to his mind the story of 
a Chinese sage who fell asleep on the Yellow River, only to find 
himself, upon waking, floating with the stars across the sky: riding 
the river of light that in the West is called the Milky Way. The 
ancient Chinese who farmed the fields along the Yellow River 
believed that in addition to an earthly river there was a celestial one 
too. Although this belief, Anselm reflected, was not unique to the 
Chinese. The ancient Egyptians believed that the Nile had both an 
earthly and a heavenly source, and the people of India had once 
believed in an otherworldly Ganges, which descended from above 
the Himalayas, before rolling down to refresh the plains. But man’s 
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imagination, Anselm reflected, pursuing his reverie further 
downstream, did not limit itself to projecting watercourses into the 
sky. It also let them flow down into the earth’s dark depths. The 
poet Virgil, he recalled, wrote of five subterranean rivers: a 
seething river of hate, a dismal river of woe, a river of lament, a 
river of fire, and a river of forgetfulness and forgiveness. To 
Anselm, however, these sounded like rivers that coursed through 
the human heart. In his drunken state, his thoughts then turned to 
the vessels that crossed these underworld rivers: a ship of death, he 
recalled, took Gilgamesh to the island of his forebears, there was 
the Egyptian bark of Ra, and there was the swan-boat of Lohengrin. 
Then there was Odysseus who sailed to a land of mist to seek the 
counsel of the dead. There was even a poem by Basho that pointed 
in the same direction: 
 
a rough sea 
stretching over to Sado 
heaven’s river 
 
Anselm was lost in thoughts of this nature when something 
unsettled the water, as curtains of mist began to cover the murky 
bank. Then emerging out of the vapour, and emitting a musty 
aroma, a boatman appeared, but instead of a boat, he was standing 
in a porcelain tub, which Anselm recognised as the tub that had 
stood in a corner of his childhood home. It was the same tub in 
which he had first been completely immersed in water, although 
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only much later, looking back, did the tub’s presence strike him as 
strange. 
The boatman, whose face was concealed in an oily hood, 
bowed slightly, and in a hollow voice, he introduced himself as 
Anubis. It was a name Anselm was familiar with. But where had he 
heard it before? Then the image of a sleek dog’s head with pointy 
ears came to mind, and he remembered that Anubis was the jackal-
headed god of ancient Egypt, who guided the souls of the recently 
deceased to the land of the dead. Looking harder now into the 
darkness beneath the boatman’s hood, for a moment he thought he 
could see the outline of a snout, but it was not the snout of a jackal. 
It was the snout of a German shepherd dog.  
 
 
 
‘Can you take me across?’ Anselm asked, as he struggled to 
focus on this dogman’s face. 
‘That depends,’ Anubis said, ‘on what can you offer me. 
Some offer coins, some bring wine, some give golden boughs, for 
as Virgil has written, all visitors find this place fitted to themselves.’ 
‘But I have nothing to give’, Anselm confessed. 
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‘Think hard’, Anubis said. ‘Sometimes I can be persuaded to 
accept a piece of poetry or prose.’ 
Hearing this, Anselm cast his mind back over a lifetime of 
reading and writing, until he remembered a haiku Basho composed 
while sitting near a pool of water: 
 
Breaking the silence 
Of an ancient pond, 
A frog jumped into water – 
A deep resonance 
 
There was something timeless about the water that Basho’s frog was 
plunging into. In fact, the poem described how Anselm felt as he 
fell into the geniza. 
Anubis inclined his head all the better to hear Anselm recite 
these lines, after which he invited him aboard the tub and pushed 
off into the inky stream. 
The tub was sitting low in the water as they passed into a 
rough section of the river, and inky liquid started to spill over the 
chipped porcelain rim and to gather in a pool that gleamed and 
danced around their feet. 
‘It is marvellous stuff,’ Anubis said, when he saw Anselm 
watching its movements. 
‘What is it called?’ Anselm asked. 
‘The boatmen of the geniza call it the milk of the word.’ 
‘Where does it come from?’ Anselm pursued. 
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‘Its source is a mystery that has generated many myths. 
Common to these myths, however, is the figure of a betrayed and 
dismembered god. In ancient Egypt the genitals of Osiris were cast 
into the river, and this was said to account for the Nile’s fertile ebb 
and flow, but there are parallel myths, like the myth of castrated 
Adonis, or the myth of the self-fertilizing hermaphrodite god 
Agdistis. In each of these myths, a god’s loins feed and fertilize a 
river.’ 
‘But is this river fertile?’ Anselm asked. 
‘This river feeds and fertilizes the watercourses of the 
mind’. 
The river began to toss them about, so they both fell silent, 
and for hours it was all Anubis could do to keep it afloat. Powerful 
eddies spun them in circles. They were shunted from side to side, 
while the air grew so dense that in places it had folded itself in solid 
forms. 
‘You will have to start bailing,’ Anubis said, ‘if you want to 
reach the other side.’ 
So Anselm bailed as though both their lives were at stake. 
‘There is no need to worry’, Anubis said. ‘No one has ever 
drowned in the milk of the word. You will just sink, and the silence 
of the water will enter your soul.’ 
As he said this, Anubis was using his punting pole as a rudder 
because he was no longer able to push off from the river’s spongy 
228 
 
bed. Then, as though a curse had lifted, the tub was suddenly still, 
and vaporous curtains opened to reveal a grey wood of leafless 
trees. 
‘Tonight you will sleep in the lodge, and tomorrow I will 
take you to the gateway,’ Anubis said. 
‘The gateway to what?’ Anselm asked. 
‘The gateway to the pit of Babel.’ 
Close by the river, there was an abandoned lodge that may 
once have been a library. Now, however, old gnarled trees were  
 
 
 
thrusting their limbs through its doors and windows, in a way that  
resembled a picture that had hung in Anselm’s childhood home: a 
picture of a hut near King Ludwig II’s Linderhof estate, where the 
Bavarian king would go to read and to engage in creative pursuits. 
And as Anselm entered this lodge, he recalled another haiku by 
Basho: 
 
Overhearing the hail, 
My old self sits again 
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In the new house, 
Like an overgrown oak. 
 
In the corner of the lodge Anselm saw a small pile of soft 
loose pages. 
‘Rest’, Anubis said, ‘because tomorrow you will enter the 
pit of Babel.’ 
Anselm lay himself down on the bed of loose white leaves, 
and he fell into a sleep that was undisturbed by dreams, until 
Anubis appeared again and led him into the creaking wood. As they 
walked, Anselm noticed that books were lined up on the branches. 
Then he saw a ghostly bookcase standing in an open field: a 
bookcase that Anubis insisted on calling a columbarium, as though 
its function was to receive the ashes of the dead, which was when 
Anubis told him that some acts of reading and writing were acts of 
clairvoyance. 
‘Don’t you know,’ Anubis said, ‘that libraries are alive with 
the words of the dead. It is what poets have always been at great 
pains to explain. Dante, for instance, in his Inferno, described a 
library much like this one, but instead of books, the broken limbs of 
trees bled words of blood; and Virgil, in his Aenid, also guided 
readers through infernal forests. All poets are judged by their ability 
to bring underworlds to light. Which you too will do’, he added, 
‘by taking a book back from this place.’ 
‘But which one?’ Anselm asked. 
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‘Close your eyes Anselm, and let your left hand find what it 
needs.’ 
Anselm closed his eyes, and his left hand moved with a mind 
of its own, and with a strange assurance it drew a book out by its 
spine. In the dim light, Anselm could only just make out the title: 
The Poetry of Japan, Volume Seven: Death Poems. 
‘What do you make of this?’ he asked, handing the book to 
Anubis. 
Anubis leafed through it and stopped at what appeared to be 
a random page. Then he began to read in a voice that echoed 
through the leafless trees: 
 
Sick on a journey – 
over parched fields 
dreams wander on. 
 
‘Do you remember this poem?’ he asked Anselm, but 
Anselm could not place it. 
Matsuo Basho composed this poem several days before his 
death. Some call it his death poem, but as Basho said before he died, 
any of his later poems could serve as his death poem, because they 
all leave the earth to echo in the realm of the dead. Dead bodies in 
graveyards, and dead words in libraries, both connect us to the 
mysterious source of life.’ 
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THE FIRST LIBRARY 
 
In the beginning was the library: 
echoing, empty, incomplete. 
Ascending into space and time 
it dreamed its dreams in the dark. 
And in the darkness it expanded, 
extending in all directions. 
Until, somewhere in the library, 
a book fell from a shelf. 
It opened as it fell. 
In silence, it hit the ground, 
and it lay in that place for what 
may have been a thousand years: 
its spine slightly damaged, 
its pages smooth and still 
on either side of a furrow which 
revealed the secret of its binding. 
Now its dreams grew unfettered, 
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but one dream grew ever outward, 
impregnating the air and 
gathering the dust unto itself. 
The book was dreaming a man, 
organ by organ, limb by limb, 
and when his eyes opened, 
the vast library filled with light. 
He saw its shelves and stairwells, 
its galleries and gardens, 
and marvelling at such grandeur, 
his eyes filled up with tears. 
With bowed head and moist eyes, 
he saw the book at his feet. 
Picking it up, he examined it 
before pressing it to his breast. 
He knew it had dreamed him, 
and he knew that he was 
woven together with words. 
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An island lies, where loud the billows roarxx 
Plutarch’s The Life of Alexander the Great  
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1835  After they had fallen, as it were, off the southernmost 
tip of the world, massive cloudbanks borne on winds which had 
spun into disarray tossed them to and fro until their compass 
readings were at odds with the even swirl of the stars and the sun. 
Then on the night that their marine chronometer expired, the fixed 
constellations shattered and flowed free, and they entered an ocean 
in which time zones collided and combined, and where space, 
having sloughed off rigid laws, was wholly formless and free. 
Shifting shapes on the horizon suggested strange landmasses, but 
months passed before a bleak coastline began to appear and 
disappear. Some believed that they were approaching an 
undiscovered land, while others feared that they had come upon a 
spectral island of the damned. Like sleepwalkers on a wind-swept 
deck, they pursued this wavering mass of land, and when they 
finally drew near, the craggy cliffs, which looked like frightening 
faces, suddenly parted to reveal a broad and empty bay, within 
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which everything appeared to the crew as though in a dream: a 
dream that carried them all back to long before they were born. 
Then, serpent-like, a silty river opened its hoary mouth, and the 
land drew near as though to hear the whisperings of the crew, 
before tree limbs parted to reveal a city fast asleep. The city’s name 
was Astoria, and in its syllables Edwards and Homer knew they had 
found a home. 
Within a week they had arranged to lease a house in the 
centre of town, and soon books in crates from the ship’s hold began 
to arrive at the door, among which were navigational astrolabes, 
planispheres and globes, statues, busts and there was even an old 
alchemical lab. Books and manuscripts rose from floor to ceiling 
and lined the walls. They were piled up in the bath and stacked on 
tables and chairs. They were under the beds, on the bed heads and 
on the mantelpiece over the fire. They were on shelves in the 
outside toilet, and they filled the chests that lined the hall. They 
were in all the kitchen cupboards, and they towered in steep stacks 
up the stairs, and even in what Edwards called the reading room, 
you could hardly read for books: books in tea chests, in wine cases, 
and lined up on the windowsills and sideboards. Without knowing 
it Astoria had acquired its first private library. 
Under Edwards’ guidance, this slumbering city came to life, 
and as the desolate streets grew green with the star-shaped leaves of 
plane trees, books from Edwards’ library made their way into the 
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most impoverished homes. It was several years before Edwards 
opened his Book Arcade, but his vision for Astoria was already 
beginning to take shape, and the shape it took is said to have been 
influenced by the works of Athanasius Kircher, the seventeenth 
century Jesuit polymath whose writings guided a century of 
intellectual endeavour. Edwards had read of Kircher’s celebrated 
collection of artefacts and books, which made up much of the 
museum of the Collegio Romano. It was a wunderkammer of truly 
astonishing proportions. There were lifelike automatons and other 
intriguing works of clockwork art. There were halls of biological 
specimens and scientific devices. The collection even boasted the 
world’s first computerised translation machine, which could help 
ease the trials that beset mankind after Babel. 
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Kircher, who for many years was the curator of this lauded 
collection, was considered by many to possess the most 
encyclopaedic mind of his age, and as such he wrote on a 
bewilderingly wide array of topics, from the bubonic plague to the 
subterranean structure of the earth to the ability of music to 
animate the soul. On one occasion he authored a study of the 
supernatural crosses which appeared on the clothes of Neapolitans 
when Mount Vesuvius erupted, and, as Edwards discovered, 
Kircher even wrote a treatise on the tower of Babel in an attempt 
to enrich the biblical story with specific information, and to see 
what it could teach us about the birth of man’s first tongue. 
 
 
 
  Kircher was a veritable John Mandeville of intellectual 
endeavour, and his books, which were highly prized by the scholars 
of his day, made their way to the remotest regions of the earth, 
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often in the travelling trunks of intrepid Jesuit monks for whom 
missionary work and intellectual endeavour of first importance. 
Kircher’s works, therefore, formed an important part of many 
emerging libraries, which began to appear in the most remote 
regions of the globe. Edwards found remnants of these collections 
in rundown bookshops in Rio, in the flea markets and the small 
colonial libraries of Buenos Aires, and among the mouldering 
detritus of deceased estates in Sao Paolo. And as Edwards’ 
collection of Kircher’s works slowly grew, he began to apprehend 
the visionary nature of his thought, and it was at this time that he 
began to dream of a library that was also a city. Homer shared these 
dreams, so in a sense, they dreamed the library together. 
Everyone was astounded by what had been achieved through 
Edwards’ Book Arcade, but many were afraid of where Edwards’ 
next enterprise would take them. The most prevalent feeling, 
however, was an overheated anticipation, and the public justified 
their craving for curiosities in many ways. Edwards had, after all, 
they reasoned, enriched the city with his book arcade. They all been 
filled with awe the first time they entered the hall of caves, where a 
mineralogical collection was set aglow within luminous glass. They 
had also been delighted, they recalled, by the antics of the apes and 
monkeys, and they had been enchanted by the serenity of his hot 
house butterflies. And who could forget, they reflected, the first 
time they saw the salamander in its fiery cage? With mixed 
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emotions they watched a ring of scaffolding lurch skywards, over 
which a team of workers hauled an enormous canvas sheet. Some 
said that it resembled the inverted hull of a biblical ark. Others 
thought it looked like the white dome of a giant egg. Inside this 
shell of steel and canvas, the central chamber of the library grew. 
Its symmetrical iron frame was forged in a fiery furnace, and after 
this frame was erected it was walled about with sheets of glass and 
stone. Then the stained glass ceiling came together like the vision of 
a god, after which box by box for months the many miles of shelves 
were filled. 
The Astorian Public Library was to be opened in spring of 
1880, but logistical difficulties led to an embarrassing series of 
delays, during which time unpleasant rumours began to circulate: 
rumours which Edwards, with his flair for capturing the public’s 
imagination, did little if anything to clarify or quell. There were 
even those who suspected that Edwards was behind them. The high 
scaffolding around the site surely added to the public’s 
apprehension, as did the fact that the workmen, who were all 
sworn to secrecy, were being housed in an isolated camp on the 
city’s western edge. A daily paper, in fact, had reported the 
disappearance of a team of these workmen, but no further news 
was forthcoming, despite the public’s obvious interest, and most 
observers came to the conclusion that the story had been 
suppressed. Another rumour which gained favour among the 
240 
 
scholars of the day was that secret knowledge was being woven into 
the structure of library and worked into the unique arrangements of 
its books. There were even scholars who, like deranged rabbis 
obsessed with the Kabala, would go on to spend lifetimes seeking 
meaning in the spaces between words. 
Finally, the day arrived when the library’s doors were 
opened, and few Astorians had any idea what to expect. Would it, 
as some suspected, resemble their beloved book arcade, with its 
endless aisles of books and its labelled specimens in jars, or had 
Edwards and his protégée taken the idea of a library in an entirely 
new direction? Hushed and breathless, the curious citizens filed up 
the sandstone stairs and past the cut ribbon that fluttered on either 
side of the door. First they admired the monumental water feature 
in the foyer. Then they paused, as the door to the central chamber 
opened of its own accord. Many felt, at first, as though they were 
entering the mouth of a sleeping creature, others felt as though they 
had entered a still and silent cave, and once inside most said that 
they experienced a sense of expansion. Many even cried when, 
looking up, they saw the expanse of stained glass sky. Elegant 
corridors fanned out in all directions, above which were mezzanine 
levels with open stairwells slanting between them. Although what 
the people who entered the library that first day remembered most, 
and it applied to young and old visitors alike, was a sense of 
possibility. The library made them children again. 
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But despite the obvious genius that had gone into the 
library’s design, it did not take long for critics and malcontents to 
disseminate their views, and the most vociferous were Astoria’s 
religious leaders, who objected to the clearly blasphemous use of 
holy glass and fluted stone. There was, without doubt, something 
sublime about the library, which was why visitors always felt 
compelled to tread softly and to speak in whispers. Some readers 
even spoke of vague spiritual satisfactions, while others accused 
Edwards of making a mockery of an institution the primary purpose 
of which should have been the provision of appropriate texts for the 
public. Others claimed that something sinister haunted the library’s 
endless aisles, and they cited reports of midnight ceremonies that 
took place in the library’s forecourt, during which lambs were 
allegedly slaughtered, after which their still warm blood was 
daubed on the library’s wooden doors. Others took offence to the 
fact that everything had been pushed to its limit. In Edwards’ Book 
Arcade, for instance, the mineralogical vault was of a modest size,  
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but in the library it was large enough to wander about and get lost 
in, and many of its rooms resembled the darkly gleaming cavities 
under the earth. One tunnel, for instance, led through high 
formations of underground ice, and another resembled the gaping 
mouth of some sacred grotto. The primate enclosure, which, in the 
book arcade housed lemurs and spider monkeys, now attempted to 
illustrate the slow evolution of mankind, and beyond this, a 
menagerie fit for a king had been erected, on the highest tier of 
which a butterfly enclosure seemed to hover in the air, and this 
structure opened into a garden where visitors could trace the life 
cycle of each animal and plant. 
Most readers, however, were prepared for these somewhat 
familiar diversions, but they were by no means the most unusual 
aspects of the library. There were doorways, for instance, that took 
readers into knowledge that could damage the mind, and there 
were hallways along which one experienced unwholesome 
exhilarations. At the end of one corridor readers were confronted 
with irrational architectural features: inverted stairwells and leaning 
columns – which appeared to serve no purpose – and ill cut blocks 
of stone which seemed cast offs from some grand design. There 
were architectural monstrosities in which doors were walls, and 
walls were doors, where stairwells formed sloping roofs under 
which pointed arches and vaulted ceilings merged in deep disorder. 
There were also long halls that expanded into the distance instead 
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of receding, and mezzanine levels that were impossible to reach. 
There were many-tiered storage systems that resembled moving 
mazes, and the seven levels of the library were linked with a system 
of hydraulic lifts. There were, in addition to this, corridors full of 
bric-a-brac and books, among which groups of elderly ladies could 
often be seen taking tea. And one reader, searching for a book in a 
remote corner of the library, reported with astonishment that one 
aisle ended in a replica of his bedroom, right down to his 
threadbare sheets and his stash of pornographic magazines, which he 
kept in a old wooden case beneath his bed. Hearing this, people 
began to suspect that the library had no limit, and, indeed, in time, 
all private and public institutions were linked to its interminable 
halls: hospitals, town halls, police stations, parliamentary buildings, 
prisons, law courts, churches, cathedrals, and all the warehouses 
down by the docks. It soon became true that by taking a wrong turn 
readers could find themselves imprisoned, or engaged in the most 
vague, drawn out and pointless proceedings. Astoria was a city, a 
book collection and a wunderkammer in one, and as the people of 
Astoria pursued their individual explorations, their sense of wonder 
usually ended in an opening of themselves. 
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THE LIBRARY AND THE LABYRINTH 
 
You have heard of the labyrinth 
that cunning Daedalus built, 
but less well known is the library 
that he built before he fled. 
Like his labyrinth, it contained 
a thousand interconnecting aisles: 
some bent back on themselves, 
others branched ever outwards, 
some led into the archives, 
others spiralled into the sky. 
Readers could relax in the 
opulent rooms of palatial poems, 
or they could wander for weeks 
in rambling pieces of prose. 
Those who entered the library, 
however, were always in danger 
of losing their way, for all 
destinations depended on paths 
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down which they had been before. 
Readers could find themselves 
executing endless circles, 
or trapped inside enigmas, 
from which there was no escape. 
For many, the aisles multiplied, 
for others they decreased, 
and madness, with its bull’s head, 
moved like a Minotaur among them. 
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XXI 
 
 
 
 
 
Malachio told me that he had been giving a great deal of 
thought to the resurrection, and was pondering what the 
Book of Ezekiel could mean by saying that our bones and 
flesh would be carried into the domain of the prophet.xxi 
W. G. Sebald, Vertigo 
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Was it true that a common thread connected graveyards to 
libraries? Turning this question over in his mind as he followed 
Anubis through the creaking wood, Anselm asked about this 
correspondence between books and the dead. Was this because, he 
asked Anubis, written words often outlived their authors, which 
made reading similar to raising the dead from the stillness of the 
grave? 
‘You are partly right,’ Anubis explained, as they wound 
their way through the lifeless trees. ‘The place where words and 
thoughts combine is the place we go to when we die. Language’s 
ultimate source is where the silent dead reside. But come’, he 
concluded, ‘today we go to the gateway, and tomorrow you will 
reach the bottomless pit of Babel.’ 
The trees thinned out, and they crossed another expanse of 
abandoned books. An hour later they saw the outline of a wall 
against the nether sky, which was illuminated by a pearly 
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phosphorescent glow. Like the Great Wall of China, which had 
been manned by upward of a million soldiers, this wall, at what 
appeared to be the end of the geniza, was teeming with life, in 
marked contrast to the oppressive stillness around it. Soon they 
could make out the books of which it was composed; great tombs 
several feet long were being moved by teams of workers. Straddling 
this wall was a tower, and from its summit a light shone forth. The 
tower was conical like a shell, and it had a path that wound around 
it, and with the light burning bright at its summit, it resembled an 
outsized lighthouse. It was, in fact, the Pharos, the famous 
Alexandrian lighthouse, or at least it was the Pharos as it had been 
imagined by Martin Heemskerk. 
 
 
 
‘Beyond the lighthouse,’ Anubis said, ‘is the great pit of 
Babel, at the bottom of which you will find the realm of the mother 
tongues.’ 
Icy water ran down Anselm’s spine at the mention of these 
words. What did Anubis mean by this realm of the mother tongues? 
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They were words that caused something to stir in the distant depths 
of his past; they seemed to tug at a thread that reached back to 
before he was born. And although there was something terrible and 
discordant about where that thread went, he sensed, perhaps for 
the first time, that he was doing what he needed to do. 
Wreaths of mist obscured the tower as they continued across 
the plain, and the closer they came to the Pharos, the denser these 
mists became. 
‘The pit of Babel’, Anubis explained, ‘is like an ocean of 
unknown depth. If you lose yourself, you will wander its pathless 
ways forever.’ 
The word forever echoed off the wall they were approaching, 
and when it faded, Anselm looked first to his left and then to his 
right. Anubis was gone. He had vanished. So Anselm continued on 
alone. 
When he reached the Pharos, he saw that it doubled as a 
gateway, which opened, he could only suspect, directly into the pit 
of Babel. He could hear whispering along the wall, as of voices on 
the wind, and as these ululations carried him through the high, 
pointed arch of the gateway his mind wandered all the way to the 
barrier-gate of Shirakawa, which, as Basho observed in his Narrow 
Road to the Deep North, marks the entrance to the inhospitable 
northern regions of Japan, where Basho was finally able to gain a 
certain balance and composure of mind. 
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Beyond this gateway, Anselm saw a sight he would never 
forget. Below him was a gallery, beneath which was another 
gallery, beneath which was another gallery, and so on, and so forth. 
All he could see was a series of interminably descending 
mezzanines, upon which armies of shadowy figures were absorbed 
in various tasks. It was as if some never-ending work of enquiry was 
underway. Looking down into the pit’s mesh of plummeting 
railings and promenades, he was put in mind of the pits that were 
dug for the dead in times of plague, and of the mass graves in which 
the Nazis disposed of those they killed. 
The next thing Anselm knew, he was being shunted back 
and forth. Wherever he stood he seemed to be in someone’s way. 
Growing dizzy, he steadied himself against a towering case of 
books, while looking furtively around for somewhere to sit down. 
He was caught, however, in a surging eddy of moving people, and 
to keep from falling he was forced to shuffle along with the crowd. 
Figures with vague faces surrounded him on every side. They were 
all carrying bundles of books, and they were all pressing close upon 
him. As he continued, he took note of what books were on the 
shelves, and the deeper he went the stranger these books became. 
He was familiar with books bound in pig skin, sheep skin and cow’s 
hide, but here there were books bound in the black and heavily 
barnacled hides of whales, in the rubbery and slightly oily skins of 
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sharks and dolphins and in the translucent, silvery, rainbow-tinted 
scales of fish. 
Taking small, awkward steps he managed to remain upright 
in the midst of the crowd, but soon he was no longer in control of 
where he was going. All he knew was that he was going further and 
further, deeper and deeper. Instead of resisting, however, he let 
himself be swept along, and the further he went, the less he was 
bound by the rule of his ego and its rigid laws. As he descended, he 
thought of Basho on his narrow road to the deep north, constantly 
shedding redundant layers of himself: becoming lighter by degrees, 
until he was capable of embodying a new poetics of lightness. 
Anselm recalled two of his poems that conjured dreams of 
weightlessness and flight: 
 
    sadness of the high voice 
trailing in the dark – 
    night deer 
 
    beneath the trees 
in the soup, the salad, everywhere 
    cherry blossoms! 
 
With these words in mind, the air in the pit grew lighter and 
purer, as Anselm’s deepening imagination quickened and cleared. It 
had taken on the weightlessness of a voice trailing in the dark, and it 
now embodied the wistfulness of a cherry blossom’s flight. Then he 
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noticed that he was moving along half an inch above the ground, 
just like in his earlier night dreams of fluid flight, in which he was 
able to change direction by adjusting his arms as though they were 
wings. He was getting lighter, and although he was falling into a 
thickening crowd, he felt far less encumbered than he had ever felt 
before. So it was with relief that he surrendered himself to the 
realm of the mother tongues. 
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THE CHAINED LIBRARY 
 
A peculiar kind of Bedlam 
had broken out in the library. 
On the heavy desk that ran 
the full length of the hall, 
books were struggling to 
free themselves from chains. 
Some nudged their neighbours 
and flapped their covers like wings. 
Others lay motionless, 
before lunging for their freedom. 
You can see why they are bound, 
my officious guide explained. 
When books break loose, 
he went on, it takes two librarians 
to restrain them. A few surly visitors 
were making use of the collection, 
but it was all they could do to keep 
their books from thrashing about, 
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and in the short time it took us 
to make a circuit of the hall, 
I saw one reader mauled 
by a particularly angry book. 
I knew of libraries where books 
were chained to prevent them 
from being stolen – and certainly 
some books were so rare 
that it made sense to secure them – 
but I had never seen books bound 
for the reader’s protection alone. 
I was, however, disturbed to see 
several titles I admired, which, 
chained down as they were, 
were behaving like savage beasts. 
When I examined these books, however, 
they were placid in my presence, 
and from their condition 
I could see that they had been 
intentionally mistreated. 
So at midnight, after breaking the chains 
that bound them to their bureaus, 
I flung them through the window 
and watched them all fly free. 
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XXII 
 
 
 
 
 
To the elements it came from  
Everything will return.  
Our bodies to earth,  
Our blood to water,  
Heat to fire,  
Breath to air.xxii 
Matthew Arnold, Empedocles on Etna 
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1901  Edwards’ slow decline mirrored that of Athanasius 
Kircher’s as both were deaf, blind and senile when they left this 
world for the next. At first, Edwards complained of dimming 
sensory perception, after which amnesia, like a lullaby, began to 
sing his memory to sleep. To treat these ailments, he relied on the 
pharmacopoeia of his day, which contributed to the deepening 
confusion of his thoughts, and as his increasingly uncertain hold on 
reality started to slip, he tried desperately to reassemble the central 
experiences of his past, hardly aware that what he was recalling was 
now more imagination than memory. He fixated on the idea that his 
life was threaded through the library’s aisles, and he convinced 
himself that by following an invisible thread through the library, he 
would be able to salvage the most important episodes from his past. 
To this end, he began to wander through the aisles of the library at 
night, and they were aisles as amorphous as those of the bookshop 
he had wandered through as a child. Edwards’ confused state 
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affected the library’s late expansion. It was at this time, at any rate, 
that his plans for a geniza began to gestate. 
An elderly Homer cared for Edwards as he sank into 
permanent dreams, and it was also Homer who, passing through 
the centre of the library one bleak dawn, found Edwards’ body 
lying inert on the frigid timber floor. The library was as still as a 
grave as Homer approached the body. Edwards looked like he was 
sleeping, and there was a manuscript in his hand. Kneeling beside 
him, Homer was silent for some time. Eventually, he worked the 
pages out of his friend’s hands, and as the stained glass ceiling of the 
library caught the dawn’s first light, Homer recognised his friend’s 
writing, and in tears he read the first lines: 
 
In the beginning was the library: 
echoing, empty, incomplete. 
Ascending into space and time 
it dreamed its dreams in the dark. 
 
The manuscript contained what Astorians came to call Edwards’ 
death poems, and like other death poems they left the earth to 
resonate in the realm of the dead. 
An hour before Homer discovered Edwards’ body, Edwards 
himself, heavy with the presentiment of death, made his way like a 
dying animal to the library’s central chamber, and closing his eyes 
he pursued his final earthly dream. He saw Astoria leaning into a 
bend in the river, beyond which lay the wastelands that remained 
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after the eastern forests were felled. For hundreds of miles 
discarded timber lay drying in the sun, which fed a fire that choked 
the city with its smoke. Then leaf by flaming leaf, spot fires 
flickered in, and the last of the city’s buildings to be ignited was the 
library. 
In the library, the fire assumed a personality of its own, and 
through the library’s aisles and arches, through its galleries and 
gateways, flames danced in unpredictable circumambulations, 
consuming carpets and curtains, and reduced tapestries to ash. They 
even paused in anticipation when they came within sight of the 
stacks. A dozen windows burst, and the inrushing air fed the 
flames, which leapt to the rafters in a blinding explosion of light. 
Moments later, the hall of rare books combusted from within, and 
woodcut illustrations, medieval miniatures and gold plated letters, 
robbed of their weight, sailed into the reading room, where they 
were drawn into a black whirlpool of words. As the catalogue 
burned, clouds of cards spun into the dizzy currents of air, until the 
glass ceiling billowed out and then collapsed in a shower stars. 
Moment later a subterranean blast sent the whole vortex shooting 
skyward. Across the length and breadth of Astoria hieroglyphs fell 
from the sky, and soon words and letters were settling on garden 
beds, nature strips and on the burning roofs of houses. The roar and 
crackle of wind and flame, and the whole cacophony of destruction, 
merged with the voices that were being released from the burning 
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books, while the river, which now resembled a magic carpet, 
continued to move serenely toward the open sea. 
In this nightmare of blackened beams, blistered shelves and 
broken arches, books of the dead and works of astronomy rose into 
the night sky; animal skin crackled as heretical books slowly 
expired; psalters released hymns in quiet exhalations; and the 
chronicles of early Astoria were all reduced to dust: the whole 
history of the city borne up into the fervid air to be deposited in 
fragments over burnt-out buildings and soot black streets. Among 
them, occasional sonnets floated like feathers through open 
windows, to disintegrate before their final lines could be read. As 
Edwards passed over, he saw a thousand spectral figures leaving the 
library. He saw a singed Odysseus stumbling out into the smoke-
black night, and he saw Jason in a woeful state still mourning his 
murdered sons; on a bed of flame he saw Ruggerio slipping a ring 
on Angelica’s finger, and on the High Street, Jacob and his angel 
were locked in a violent embrace, while Gilgamesh wept as the 
walls of the library came to ground. And a host of other wraith like 
figures were all lost and meaningless now that the words that had 
guided them through life had been destroyed. 
Within hours, the only section of the library that remained 
stood in the centre of the city surrounded by singed books and 
debris. It was three storeys high and was supported by a pillar and a 
sunken stairwell up which readers were ascending to rummage 
260 
 
through the few surviving shelves. Edwards knew he was close to 
death, so he joined this sad procession, until he was standing above 
the ruins with a familiar book in his hand. Looking down, he saw 
the edges of his body begin to blur, and as the fire approached, his 
withered limbs filled up with liquid light. On his last journey, 
Edwards entered the living water of the word, which carried him 
through the geniza and on into the realm of the mother tongues. 
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THE LIBRARY OF THE SUN 
 
For two days not a leaf stirred, 
and the sail lay in the bow of the boat, 
but as dawn broke on the third day, 
we sighted the city of On. 
It emerged from flat fields 
to waver weightless above the ground: 
its temple towers and domes 
as insubstantial as shadows. 
Hearing voices, we looked up 
to see children high above us. 
We heard their song flowing 
down into the sombre streets. 
They sang until the city’s 
wavering form became fixed, 
because if they neglected this rite 
the city would dissolve into the dark. 
When I asked to see these songs, 
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I was directed to a library, 
in which thousands of tablets 
were stored on timber shelves. 
Scribes had etched the words 
of the song into cakes of clay. 
Later, on the outskirts of On, 
I found one of their tablets in the sun: 
its surface smooth as polished stone 
from fingers having run along it. 
I still have it in my library, 
and when I run my finger through its glyphs, 
I see the city’s thousand towers, 
and I hear children high above me. 
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XXIII 
 
 
 
 
 
I walked through mists and clouds, breathing the 
thin air of high altitudes and stepping on slippery ice and 
snow, till at last through a gateway of clouds, as it seemed, 
to the very paths of the sun and moon, I reached the 
summit.xxiii 
 
Matsuo Basho, The Narrow Road to the Deep North 
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As Anselm was carried into the realm of the mother tongues, his 
thoughts flew back three hundred years to when Matsuo Basho was 
travelling the narrow roads of northern Japan and recording the 
essence of his journeys in his poetic travel diaries. For months 
Basho’s writing had been taking root, until eventually, and in ways 
that Anselm was only dimly aware of, the story of Basho and his 
poetry slowly became his. So it was not Anselm’s life, but Basho’s, 
that flashed before his eyes as the realm of the mother tongues 
opened up to consume him. 
Basho was born in the city of Ueno in 1644, the son of a 
samurai, who, when not defending the lands of his lord, provided 
for his family by farming and teaching calligraphy to children. At 
age nine, Basho became the page of Todo Yoshitada, a refined and 
youthful relative of the local feudal lord. In addition to being his 
page, Basho was also his study companion, and together they 
studied the art of composing and linking verse. It was, therefore, 
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largely through poetry that master and page became close friends. 
Their friendship, however, was cut short when Yoshitada died at 
twenty-five, after which Basho asked to be released from the 
service of the feudal family. His request was rejected. So he fled to 
the imperial capital of Kyoto, where he studied philosophy, 
penmanship and poetry for five years. 
In Kyoto, Basho sought out the city’s most accomplished 
poets, and around this time he is also said to have met a Shinto 
priestess who became a close companion and possibly his mistress, 
and about whom, even to this day, very little is known, other than 
the fact that, many years later, she moved into his home, with 
several of her children, none of whom were thought to be Basho’s. 
In 1672, at the age of twenty-nine, Basho moved again, this time to 
the merchant city of Edo, where he met the poet Soin, whom he 
compared to a plum tree in spring. Eight years later, an admirer 
built Basho a house in Fukagawa, and here, in an isolated place by 
the River Sumida, he passed several quiet and solitary years, during 
which time a priest named Buccho entered his life, under whose 
guidance Basho began to practice Zen. Under Buccho’s influence, 
Basho’s poems began to reflect a state of being in which the writer 
identifies himself so closely with his subject that his sense of 
personal identity completely disappears. ‘Learn about the pine tree 
from a pine tree, and about a bamboo stalk from a bamboo stalk’, 
Basho once advised one of his disciples. In this way, he linked a 
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deep experience of a poetic subject with the genesis of the material 
of poetry itself. 
Ten years after moving to Edo, Basho’s mother died, and his 
home was destroyed in a fire that consumed vast swathes of Edo. 
Perhaps it is true, as Aeschylus, maintained, that suffering alone 
produces wisdom, and if so it may be that the suffering Basho 
experienced at this time ultimately helped him to mature as a poet 
and to lighten his earthly load. Two years later, at any rate, he 
began travelling the roads of northern Japan, and on these journeys 
he finally cast off the superfluous layers of himself. His ramblings 
continued until his death at the age of fifty, and true to character he 
was on a journey when he died. One hundred years later, the 
Shinto religion canonized Basho as a god. The Japanese Imperial 
Court would do the same thirteen years later. 
 
Sick on a journey – 
over parched fields 
dreams wander on. 
  
Anselm heard Basho’s final poem echoing as he descended, 
and so he followed its wandering dreams into the landscape that 
Basho left his most poetic account of. This account, which Basho 
called The Narrow Road to the Deep North, was based on a journey he 
began in 1689. It is not a journal of practical affairs: the need for 
lodging and for food and financial assistance are rarely referred to. 
In an attempt to convey the spiritual essence of his journey, Basho 
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only records what descends to stir the waters of his soul, and as his 
journey continues, two opposing experiences emerge. 
His account of Japan’s eastern coast is full of youthful 
lightness, as of a newborn world seen through the clear eyes of a  
 
 
 
child, but the western coast is dark and heavy with the weight of 
world weary knowledge. Matsushima, for instance, on the eastern 
coast, bordering the Pacific, is described as the most beautiful place 
in all Japan, and Basho compares it to the most divinely endowed 
feminine face, going on to write that Matsushima wears a cheerful 
laughing beauty. Kisagata, however, on the western coast, 
bordering the Sea of Japan, is compared to the beauty of a weeping 
woman’s face. Basho describes it as lonely and penitent, as it were, 
for some unknown evil, and he sees in it a striking resemblance to 
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the expression of a troubled mind. The same opposing elements 
appear in his descriptions of women he meets on the road. Soon 
after departing, he and a companion meet a girl with a beautiful 
name, for whom his companion, a much younger man, composes a 
short poem: 
 
If your name, Kasane, 
Means manifold, 
How befitting it is also 
For a double flowered pink. 
 
Later, however, on the lonely and penitent side of the island, two 
concubines attract the ageing Basho’s attention, and after a brief 
exchange with them, Basho composes the following lines: 
 
Under the same roof 
We all slept together, 
Concubines and I – 
Bush-clovers and the moon. 
 
Youthful naivety is placed alongside the knowledge of old age, 
while feminine innocence and experience are carefully juxtaposed, 
and as the work is cyclical in nature, these opposing elements form 
a whole. The aging master completes and is completed by his young 
companion, and the same is true of the virgin’s beauty and the 
beauty of the concubines, while both pairs together form a dynamic 
whole. Only as Anselm experienced this aspect of Basho’s journey 
did Clara suddenly appear to him in the realm of the mother 
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tongues, first as a daughter, then as a lover, and finally as the 
mother of a child, and as Anselm descended, these three entities 
combined; Clara was Hecate, the three-faced goddess of gates and 
doors, and Anselm wondered what otherworldly depths she was 
about to unseal. 
 
 
 
Cloaked in her presence, Anselm was at once protected and 
exposed as he followed her into the black terrain that Basho 
encountered on his way to the sacred mountain shrines in the 
province of Dewa: terrain so thickly covered with foliage that Basho 
felt as if he were groping in the dead of night. There was, Basho 
writes, not even the cry of a single bird to be heard, and the wind 
seemed to breathe out soot through every rift in the hanging clouds. 
Around Anselm, the black atmosphere liquefied and condensed, 
and he saw an object beginning to take shape beneath him. It was a 
book: the very book he had entered the geniza to find. All he had to 
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do was dive down to retrieve it. He descended, but when he 
reached out it was swept away. So he went deeper and deeper still. 
He plunged down and further down. He went all the way to the 
source to retrieve The Living Water of the Word. His spirit seemed to 
leave when he finally touched it with the tips of his fingers, and the 
next thing he knew he was floating on the surface of the 
underground stream, as Anubis in his tub appeared from behind a 
veil of vapour. But was it Anubis? Anselm was suddenly confused. 
It looked like Anubis, but it was somehow also the guide of 
tremendous physique who accompanied Basho on the most perilous 
leg of his journey through the deep north. 
 
 
 
As Anubis manoeuvred the tub through turbulent whorls 
and eddies, Anselm opened the book he had been holding to his 
breast, and by way of thanks he read the following lines aloud: 
 
THE LIBRARY OF ECHOES 
 
Beyond the inlet, white houses 
swayed in a watery light 
through which idle fisherman waved 
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as I approached the stony shore. 
Shouldering a sack of books, 
I wandered the salty streets, 
and when I asked a village girl 
about the library that had 
been built there – the great library 
for which the tiny village 
had once been famous – 
she directed me to a mound 
which rose like a moon 
over the roofs. From the shade 
of an olive tree, she watched 
as I made towards it, 
but when I finally reached the summit, 
I was saddened by what I saw. 
There were fallen pillars 
and cracked stone garlands 
of acanthus, and all of this 
was blanketed in wild fennel 
and flowering milkwort. 
Through this undergrowth, 
I heard the echo of books 
that had once resided there. 
As I listened, a passing fishwife 
saw me with my ear to the wind. 
She approached, faced the sea, 
and raised a hand to her mouth. 
Then after speaking a few words, 
she put a finger to her lips. 
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Moments later, her words returned. 
They were still echoing hours later, 
and by dusk, her voice, and all 
the other voices, were whispering 
amongst themselves. 
 
Anselm fell silent as the bow of the boat touched the bank, 
and a whispering breeze disturbed the grey expanse. Then like a 
messenger who dissolves once his message has been received, 
Anubis was gone, and Anselm was alone in the geniza again. 
Following his thread to where it ascended to library, Anselm 
realised he would have to build a tower out of books up which he 
could climb to reach the brickwork shaft beneath the library. It 
took seven days and nights to build a series of plateaus, and on the 
seventh night he staggered to the top and caught the dangling lip of 
the brickwork beneath the library. Pulling himself up, he left the 
geniza behind. 
It was dusk as Anselm weaved his way through the statues in 
the library’s forecourt. Minutes later, after boarding a train bound 
for the mountains, he removed the book from his pocked and 
turned to its title page: 
 
The Living Water of the Word: the death poems of Coleman 
William Edwards 
 
The contents page that followed read like a list of imagined 
libraries. It promised an account of a ‘Shadow Library’ and a 
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‘Library of Lost Words’, and there was a ‘Library of Leaves’ and a 
library in which books lived and breathed like men, which recalled 
a fifteenth-century fresco and two memorable lines by Whitman: 
 
Camarado, this is no book, 
Who touches this touches a man. 
 
 
 
The prologue that followed opened like a travel journal of the 
mind: 
 
Only by dissolving time and space 
and abandoning unity’s treacherous arts 
could I leave the sanitary shores of reason 
for the unholy heavens that I longed for. 
 
As Anselm read on, passing from one library to another, he began 
to feel as though he were reading a book in Braille, silently 
sounding out each word with the tips of his fingers, and as he read 
he seemed to know that each of the letters was alive; each raised 
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dot was a sensitive node through which the book was reading its 
reader. 
With a hydraulic sigh and a ringing of bells, the train reached 
the end of the line, and it took Anselm hours to walk to the house 
from the platform at the foot of the mountains, where the train line 
narrowed to a single gauge before losing itself in the trees. He 
struck off down dirt roads and tracks that seemed to dream their 
way through the forest, and while thin ice on the surface of puddles 
began to melt in the morning sun, a slender deer appeared quite 
suddenly and leapt across the track up ahead, before vanishing into 
dense folds of sassafras and tree fern. Anselm’s thoughts grew quiet 
as the forest leaned into the warmth of the sun: whorls of steam 
rose from the damp bark of trees and fallen branches; tiny insects 
took wing to hover in clusters of dancing light; birdsong 
crisscrossed the airspace and then subsided till all was still, and 
during one of these quiet interludes Anselm reached the gravel 
driveway that curved around to the house. In the weathered 
letterbox among dry leaves he found an envelope addressed to him. 
Within it was a key wrapped in a letter from Clara. 
 
Dear Anselm, 
 
 I am sending this letter in the hope that you will eventually come 
by the house. My mother died today. She was sleeping, and then she 
was gone. As you know, I hardly knew her, so I do not feel anything 
yet, but I sense I have a lot to work through in the coming months. 
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My father is leaving for Antwerp later today, and I have some of my 
mother’s business to attend to here, but I am hoping to be back in 
Astoria by the end of the week. If you are there when I get back, it 
will make me very happy.  
 
Clara xx 
 
 
 
The last time I saw Anselm, he was with Clara in one of the 
library’s arboretums, which extended to within a few hilly miles of 
her father’s house. Together they climbed through bright stands of 
Willow and Silver Birch, and through plantations of Black Alder, 
Manna Ash and Cypress Pine. The path narrowed and darkened as 
it wound through a forest of young Sequoias, and through 
occasional breaks in the trees they could see Clara’s father’s house, 
its windows glinting blindly in the late afternoon sun. The 
temperature dropped as they walked, and I saw the spirit that was 
with Basho when he climbed Mount Gassan join Anselm and Clara 
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as they walked the mountain road. Sometimes this spirit overtook 
them. Sometimes it lagged behind. 
At one point, they both realised that Clara’s father’s home 
was far behind them, while ahead the mountain peaks were silently 
urging them on. They breathed deeply: the sky inhaling as they 
exhaled. Then drifts of snow fell and the atmosphere crystallized 
into dream. They dreamed they were swimming together all the 
way down to a secret source, where the water was as deep and still 
as the hour before dawn. Only down there, they thought, would 
they find the words they wanted, and only with these words would 
they begin to build a home in which to dream, and they hoped it 
would be a home that would always have its windows open, 
because they both wanted a home that was open to the world. 
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XXIV 
 
 
 
 
 
the world is a book in which we too are readxxiv 
Alberto Manguel, The Library at Night 
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THE LAST LIBRARY 
 
The dream begins at 
the entrance to the library. 
Dusk darkens the damp lawn, 
and the puddles on the flagstones 
are tinged with shadow and silver. 
The library’s stone columns 
stand like prehistoric trees, 
beyond which webs of corridors 
branch out and intersect. 
The dreamer notices that 
the shell of the library 
resembles the Colosseum, 
and like a tourist he wanders 
without seeing anyone for hours. 
Eventually, he passes a watchman 
asleep by an inner door, 
beyond whom endless rows 
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of books are lost in silent slumber. 
In the deepening stillness, 
the dreamer senses that 
someone is standing beside him. 
He looks left, and then right, 
before glancing over his shoulder. 
No one is there, but then 
he hears the gentle sound of a page 
being turned. After which, 
a lukewarm breeze begins 
to waft across his skin. 
It glides back and forth with 
the gentle rhythm of a breathing being. 
Breath follows breath. 
Then he feels a steady palpitation, 
and he imagines himself 
inside the belly of a whale: 
a leviathan able to plumb 
the unseen waters of the earth. 
His ears begin congest, as if 
he were ascending or descending, 
and freed from its foundations, 
the library tilts and turns. 
Where am I going, he wonders, 
and who or what is taking me there. 
But he feels no fear, 
because the world of words 
has always been his womb. 
Then as the library sinks to its source 
280 
 
I realise I am the dreamer. 
I try desperately to escape from 
the belly of the whale, 
but wherever I go I sense the presence 
of a consciousness close by. 
I strain my ears, and through 
the silence I feel the formation 
of unseen thoughts, as though 
somewhere someone was 
reading me out of the dark: 
stringing my limbs together 
between the push and pull of words. 
Only when I calm myself, however, 
do I fully enter the flow 
of their thoughts: your thoughts. 
I know you are out there. 
I know you can hear me 
across this divide. I can feel 
your breath and your blood 
in every letter and every line. 
And this voice, that your eyes 
are peeling off the page, 
is echoing through the aisles 
and bleeding into every binding. 
How naked I feel when I realise 
that you are dreaming me.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
LIBRARY SPACE (EXEGESIS) 
 
In what ways do libraries serve to control and direct knowledge 
and to what extent can the creative imagination offer resistance? 
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FOREWORD 
 
The library that is created in the novel, and analysed and/or contextualised in 
the exegesis, is conceived via a postmodernist imagination, that is, it 
incorporates into its findings perspectives that acknowledge the limitations of 
organising life into closed structures, whether that is dictated by structuralism 
(the structure of language) or phenomenology (the point of view of 
experience). Nevertheless, although it responds in a Deleuzian manner to a 
view of the problems associated with organising life into closed structures, it 
incorporates into its invention ideas generated by thinkers in the past who, 
like Bachelard, placed difference and becoming from the point of view of 
experience. Nevertheless it seeks, and I would argue that Bachelard does this, 
beyond any one foundation of knowledge to invent, create and experiment. 
The following exegesis deals with systems of thought and ways of seeing, 
invoking their impact though not neglecting the fact that they mutate through 
time. The research question therefore can broadly be seen to embrace a 
Nietzschean perspectivism, one best understood in the words of Nietzsche 
himself: 
 
There is only a perspective seeing, only a perspective ‘knowing’; the more 
affects we allow to speak about a thing, the more eyes, various eyes we are 
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able to use for the same thing, the more complete will be our ‘concept’ of 
the thing, our ‘objectivity’.1 
 
Nietzsche, who was working within the pre-modernist period, was also a 
precursor of postmodern concerns, and his writings on perspectivism have 
informed the discussion of library space that follows.  
Perspective is a term which usually refers to a position in space from 
which something is observed, and as an object or scene usually looks different 
when observed from different perspectives, the more perspectives one has 
access to the more fully an object or scene can be known. Nietzsche takes 
these basic assumptions about the nature of vision and applies them to 
knowledge, values and beliefs. Given that Nietzsche views knowledge as 
perspectival, the more value and belief based perspectives one has access to 
the more knowledge can be improved. Nietzsche advises us to ‘use the 
difference in perspectives and affective interpretations  for knowledge’,2 and 
in The Will to Power he advises against  ‘resting once and for all in any one total 
view of the world’, while advocating ‘Enchantment (Zauber) of the opposing 
point of view; refusal to be deprived of the stimulus of the enigmatic’. 3 
In line with Nietzsche’s perspectivism, my analysis examines library 
space from several theoretical positions in an attempt to arrive at a fuller 
knowledge of humanity’s experience of such spaces. If this analysis of library 
space is postmodern, it is postmodern in that it acknowledges that a reading of 
space from a number of perspectives is likely to lead to a fuller understanding 
of that space. Every age believes that the way it reads the world is the right 
one, but postmodern insights allow us to look at representations from 
numerous perspectives, or at least to be aware of the limitations of a 
perspective that emerges from a particular age or belief system. The artists, 
                                               
1 F Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morality in The Nietzsche Reader, (ed.) K Pearson and 
 D Large, Blackwell Publishing, Malden MA, 2006, p. 427. 
2 ibid. 
3 F Nietzsche, The Will to Power, trs. W Kaufmann and R Hollingdale, Random House, New York, 
 1967, p. 470. 
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writers and thinkers I refer to here provide insight from their own limited 
perspectives. Their knowledge of library space is provisional, and the library 
reflects what they bring to it. At the heart of the postmodern imagination, 
however, is an acceptance of this plurality, and the best way to read library 
space is with this postmodern acceptance of plurality in mind. 
Nietzsche’s perspectivism, and his belief that an interrogation of how 
we interpret sense experience can bring us closer to fuller knowledge, drew 
me to Bachelard’s phenomenological project. Bachelard uses poetic images to 
come to an understanding of how we actually experience space. Bachelard’s 
use of poetic images from both major and minor poets, and from poets across 
temporal and spatial divides, introduces a plurality which parallels that of 
postmodern thinking. This plurality can be employed in an imaginative way to 
re-represent what was understood in the past. Bachelard helps me, as a 
postmodern thinker, to understand libraries, because he comes to space 
through poetic images of different types of space, and these poetic images are 
poetic precisely because they communicate an actual experience of things in a 
way that does not shy away from the diversity and ambiguity of multiple and 
often conflicting perspectives. The contemporary library will vary in its 
manifestations. The question, ‘Is it a postmodern space?’ will be determined 
by the mind and sensibility that responds to it. Is the library in my novel a 
postmodern invention? I would say, most definitely yes. It is conceived by a 
postmodern imagination that nevertheless is aware of the continuing impact of 
systems of knowledge. 
The analysis itself is a postmodern analysis, and in line with 
postmodern practices it approaches its subject from a range of perspectives in 
order to come to a more complete understanding of the library. Both the 
novel and this exegesis deal with ways in which libraries both arrange space 
and are utilised by writers for metaphorical purposes. Therefore, both the 
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novel and the exegesis are concerned with how library space is a postmodern 
space.  
This exegesis is a record of research that was undertaken both in 
preparation for the accompanying novel and during its development. The 
research questions are related to the space of libraries which involve the 
physical and architectural aspect of a library, the mindscape and philosophical 
ideas that inform (and transcends) its organisation and the poetic imagination 
that not only issues from the books it contains but which presents new ways of 
conceiving library spaces. The latter conceptions are identified as existing in a 
number of literary texts which use libraries for metaphorical ends. My novel 
tells the story a patient in a sanatorium who, after reading Matsuo Basho’s 
travel sketches, is filled with a desire to travel himself. So he travels to 
Astoria, a city which has been transformed into an immense library. In this 
library, for reasons which his literary interests do not entirely account for, he 
begins to search for a book the library staff are under orders to suppress. The 
book is the only published work of the library’s founding father. 
In order to give breadth and depth to the outlined narrative, this 
exegesis dealt with the following research question, which in turn informed 
the dimensions of the novel itself. 
 
Major research question 
 
In what ways do libraries serve to control and direct knowledge and to what 
extent can the creative imagination offer resistance? 
 
Subsidiary research questions 
 
i) What are the means by which knowledge is controlled in libraries? This is 
dealt with in Chapter One. 
 
ii) Can knowledge, within the library, transcend the limitations of what 
Deleuze would call a tap-root system? This is dealt with in Chapter One. 
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iii) How might a library space be experienced imaginatively, and how might it 
be understood from a phenomenological perspective? (How might it be the 
site of the poetic act that takes place within a protective shelter?) This is dealt 
with in Chapter Two. 
 
iv) How have men and women across time imagined poetically and visually the 
architecture of a library both from the outside and the inside? Like a shell, 
how might it be conceived from the inside and from the perspective of the 
onlooker? This question is dealt with in Chapter Three. 
 
v) How does the imagination work in relation to sensory experience? What 
might I discover by comparing the philosophy of poetics of Gaston Bachelard 
(1879-1960) with that of William Blake (1788-1850)? This question is dealt 
with in Chapter Three. 
 
vi) How are libraries used metaphorically in the novels of Umberto Eco, Elias 
Canetti and Haruki Murakami to denote connections between memory and 
imagination, the accessing of secret information, the power of controlling the 
archive and the relentless seeking out of the signified? This question is dealt 
with in Chapter Four. 
 
vii) How does Sebald enact the connections of death and becoming: a 
becoming that involves accessing buried knowledge and moving from loss to 
transformation? This question is dealt with in Chapter Five. 
 
This manner of research is seen as a valid approach as set out in the 
proscription for the examiners:   
 
Professional Writing plus Exegesis 
 
This form of thesis conveys the outcome of independent research which can 
explore the development of new knowledge in the form of a professional 
writing genre. The candidate must demonstrate that the research, critical 
analysis and evaluation of complex issues and challenges have made an 
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original contribution to knowledge. In the critical exegesis, the candidate 
should present, develop and argue the position taken in the professional 
writing in the context of the relevant research literature and relevant critical 
issues in the area chosen.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Broadly speaking, libraries can be defined as buildings or rooms containing 
collections of books, periodicals, and sometimes films and recorded music for 
people to read, borrow, or refer to, but anyone who has inhabited and 
experienced a library knows that there is more to libraries than this. John 
Ganim, from the University of California’s Department of English, in 
delivering a research paper on the nature of library design, described the 
library as ‘a built form of collective unconscious’.1 In Matthew Battles’ recent 
study, Library: an Unquiet History, the following argument about the nature of 
libraries is proffered: 
 
Each sort of library is also an argument about the nature of books, distilling 
their social, cultural, and mystical functions. And what the Word means to 
society—whether it is the breath of God or the Muses, the domicile of 
beauty and the good, the howling winds of commerce, or some ambiguous 
amalgam of all these things—this is what the library enshrines.’2 
 
Sir Francis Bacon described the library of Thomas Bodley as ‘An ark to save 
learning from deluge’.3 And James O’Donnell in Avatars of the Word describes 
                                               
1 J Ganim, The haunted library (a research seminar presented to the Department of English), 
University of Melbourne, 2004. 
2  M Battles, Library: an unquiet history, Vintage, London, 2004, p .9. 
3  N Basbanes, Patience & fortitude, Perennial, New York, 2003, p. 70. 
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libraries as part of ‘a common tree of knowledge, an invisible but powerful 
structure by which we agree to organize what we know and to make it 
accessible. The institutions we call libraries’, he goes on to say, ‘and the 
catalogues they contain … are all only manifestations of a larger cultural 
project: to make knowledge available to nonlinear access in as many ways as 
possible.’4 Even from these brief definitions and descriptions, we can conceive 
of a multi-functioning library space: a space where thought, distilled and made 
material, is gathered; a space where this material is arranged and catalogued 
with a view to being read, studied or referred to; a space where this material 
is preserved for future use; a space which remains open to receive the 
knowledge of emerging and receding generations; and a space which reflects 
what the word means to society, therefore reflecting society itself. 
If, however, we were to define libraries according to how an 
experience of library space unfolds, we would have to consider the effect 
libraries have on our sense of space and time, which must surely be profound 
given that access to alternate times and places, in the form of texts and other 
recorded material, is central to what library space provides. This analysis aims 
to identify the contextual layers that exist within the library’s accumulation of 
other times and other places, and also to describe how an experience of such 
an accumulation of other times and other places might unfold. This unfolding 
experience will be further developed through an analysis of Bachelard’s The 
Poetics of Space and his other works on the mechanics of the imagination. 
In The Poetics of Space Bachelard proposes a type of space that exists 
outside the contextual layers that objectively structured knowledge outlines 
for our thoughts—the type of knowledge, that is, that organised library space 
contains—and as his studies had a profound influence on the early work of 
Michelle Foucault, we can assume that Foucault had Bachelard’s work in mind 
                                               
4  J O’Donnell, Avatars of the word: from papyrus to cyberspace, Harvard University Press, 
Cambridge Massachusetts, 1998, p. 57. 
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when he wrote ‘Des Espaces Autres’ (Of Other Spaces), an essay that stands 
outside the recognised body of his work, and within which he refers to such 
collections of alternate times and places within one place as ‘heterotopias’. 
Foucault writes that ‘The present epoch will perhaps be above all the epoch of 
space. We are’, he continues, ‘in the epoch of simultaneity’.5 The 
simultaneity Foucault speaks of is perhaps best articulated by Walter Benjamin 
in The Arcades Project, within which he describes history according to his 
materialist conception of it. For Benjamin, history is the object of a construct 
whose site is not homogenous, empty time, but time filled by now-time 
[Jetztzeit].6 It is owing to Benjamin’s flattening and complicating of historical 
time that Foucault is able to assert that ‘we are in the epoch of juxtaposition, 
the epoch of the near and the far, of the side-by-side, of the dispersed. We are 
at a moment ... when our experience of the world is less that of a long life 
developing through time than that of a network that connects points and 
intersects with its own skein’.7 Foucault’s conception of space in this passage, 
which positions points of now-time within a spatialised network, leads him to 
identify a range of spaces which enact this spatialised experience. These 
heterotopias, as he calls them, are real physical spaces which ‘have the curious 
property of being in relation with all the other sites, but in such a way as to 
suspect, neutralize, or invent the set of relations that they happen to 
designate, mirror or reflect.’8 Heterotopias, Foucault continues, are physical 
sites ‘which are something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted 
utopia in which the real sites, all the other sites that can be found within the 
culture, including train carriages, cafes, houses, bedrooms and beds, are 
                                               
5 M Foucault, ‘Of other spaces’, FOUCAULT.INFO 1998,
 <http://foucault.info/documents/heteroTopia/foucault.heteroTopia.en.html> viewed 5 
 October 2009. 
6 W Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trs. H Eiland & K McLaughlin, The Belknap Press, 
 Cambridge MA, 1999, p. 942. 
7  M Foucault, ‘Of other spaces’, FOUCAULT.INFO 1998,
 <http://foucault.info/documents/heteroTopia/foucault.heteroTopia.en.html> viewed 5 
 October 2009. 
8  ibid. 
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simultaneously represented, contested and inverted. Heterotopias of this kind 
are outside all places, even though it may be possible to indicate their location 
in reality.’9 Some of the spaces which Foucault identifies as being examples of 
heterotopias include cemeteries, theatres, cinemas, gardens, museums, the 
illusory spaces that mirrors create, and, of particular interest to us here, 
libraries. 
According to Foucault, libraries, like cemeteries and museums, are 
designated as being heterotopias of indefinitely accumulating time. Passing 
through the door of a library, a museum, or the gateway of a cemetery, one 
enters a site within which one has access to multiple ‘slices in time’: the fixed 
and immobile words on a page, the preserved artefacts in their display cases, 
and the scenes captured in film, photography and the plastic arts, along with 
the grave stones and monuments in cemeteries, which direct our mind 
towards ‘loss of life’ and the ‘quasi-eternity’ that death suggests, all work to 
freeze the flow of time. ‘Museums and libraries’, Foucault writes, ‘have 
become heterotopias in which time never stops building up and topping its 
own summit’.10 Movement within and around the interconnected now-times 
of the library is governed by many principles and presences, which, although 
largely hidden, can work to limit our freedom of intellectual movement. 
Knowledge, Foucault maintains throughout his genealogical studies, springs 
from a power base. This analysis will begin by considering some of the ways in 
which political and social forces can have an impact upon how the now-times 
within library spaces are read. It will then focus on the highly creative spaces 
we employ to recover recorded information with a view to gaining new 
insights and forging new knowledge. 
Chapter One, ‘Space: the physical library’, analyses library space using 
the same approach that Gérard Genette employs to analyse the contextual 
                                               
9  ibid. 
10 ibid. 
12 
 
layers of a text. In Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation Genette examines ‘the 
liminal devices and conventions, both within and outside the book, that form 
part of the complex mediation between book, author, publisher and reader’,11 
from dust jacket to cover, from flyleaf to title page, from the table of contents 
to the preface, and on to a consideration of the book’s material and 
typographical elements. Genette’s focus is primarily on the book and ‘the 
literary and printerly conventions that mediate between the world of 
publishing and the world of the text’,12 while Chapter One will consider what 
layers of meaning are present in library spaces that affect, through 
contextualisation, the reading of the texts they contain. Whereas Genette 
considers the contextual significance of dust jackets, covers, fly leaves and title 
pages, this chapter will consider the contextual significance of facades, library 
names, divisions of space interior space and cataloguing decisions. In what 
ways, it will ask, is the human psychic apparatus being manipulated by the 
contextual layers within a library? After identifying these contextualising 
elements, I will consider how some of the postmodern structures that Deleuze 
and Guattari describe can help us to subvert and move beyond the limitations 
these contextual layers imply.  
Chapter Two, ‘Inner Sanctuaries: Conceiving Intellectual Spaces’, 
takes as its subject the space of the reading experience itself, and in doing so it 
explores inhabited spaces. The focus here will be on the space that unfolds 
within words that have been experienced. This space of the reading 
experience, which the space of the library serves, and which, it should be 
added, deeply affects how library space itself is experienced, is examined 
through the lens of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s observations about the nature of 
depth. Various structures are then considered which could act as metaphors 
for an intellectual library within which the reading experience takes place. By 
                                               
11  G Genette, Paratexts: thresholds of interpretation, Cambridge University Press,  
 Cambridge, 1997, p. i. 
12  ibid., p. xvii. 
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considering how, for example, Italo Calvino has imagined the experience of 
being a mollusc in the process of exuding and inhabiting its shell, I will show 
the degree to which the process of exuding and inhabiting are intimately 
linked both to self-expression and to the development of intellectual 
structures. Then a series of other forms will be proposed which can be 
profitably employed as metaphors for an intellectual, as opposed to a physical, 
library. Above all, Chapter Two is concerned with describing an intellectual 
space within which lived experience can be transformed into poetic 
description and poetic description can be transformed into experience. Such a 
space allows Basho to transform an experience of being ill while travelling into 
the following haiku: 
 
Sick on a journey – 
over parched fields 
dreams wander on13 
 
and to describe the sound of a deer at night in the following way: 
 
   sadness of the high voice 
trailing in the dark – 
   night deer14 
 
This transformational space, where experience and articulation meet, is the 
space that haunts15 the physical and temporal shell of the library, in the same 
way that a deserted town has an uncanny presence that embodies its former 
self. 
In Writing and Difference the deconstructionist philosopher Jacques 
Derrida, while imagining the receding of the structuralist invasion, describes a 
                                               
13 M Basho, On love and barley—haiku of Basho, trs. L Stryk, Penguin Books, London, 
 1985, p. 19. 
14 H Shirane, Traces of dreams: landscape, cultural memory, and the poetry of Basho, Stanford University 
 Press, Stanford, 1998, p. 274. 
15 By ‘haunts’ I refer readers to Derrida’s use of the term hantise (translated as ‘haunting’)  
  in Specters of Marx, which, as well as having a primarily ghostly association that recalls 
 a paradoxical state which is neither being nor non-being also refers to an obsession, a constant fear, 
 a fixed idea, or a nagging memory. 
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similar kind of haunting: the haunting, that is, of structures within which 
meaning has been neutralised: 
 
Thus, the relief and design of structures appears more clearly when content, 
which is the living energy of meaning, is neutralized. Somewhat like the 
architecture of an uninhabited or deserted city, reduced to its skeleton by 
some catastrophe of nature or art. A city no longer inhabited, not simply left 
behind, but haunted by meaning and culture. This state of being haunted, 
which keeps the city from returning to nature, is perhaps the general mode 
of the presence or absence of the thing itself in pure language.16 
 
This ‘architecture of an uninhabited or deserted city’ could be likened to a 
library without readers. Such a library would be physically present, but it 
would also be haunted by an intellectual structure that is neither there nor not 
there and that is neither being nor non-being. Its physical presence, like a 
collective, fossilised projection of mankind, would stand waiting for a reader 
to inhabit it and to experience it, thereby bringing the intellectual structure, 
with all of its heterotopian possibilities, to life. 
In Chapter Three, ‘Identifying Archetypes and Resultant Cultural 
Formations’, this exploration of imagined library space develops ideas set 
forth in previous chapters, but with a focus on visual representations of 
libraries. For example, Pieter Bruegel, Erik Desmazieres and Geoff La 
Gerche’s representations of conical towers – a form that has become 
associated with a universal library containing all knowledge – are considered 
in the light of Gaston Bachelard’s phenomenological contemplation of the 
inhabited spaces of spiralling shells. 
Chapter Four, ‘Literary Imagination: Libraries used Metaphorically’, 
begins to move toward what I would term a poetics of the experience of 
library space: a poetics that becomes increasingly reliant on the 
                                               
16 J Derrida, Writing and difference, trs. A Bass, Routledge Classics, London and New 
 York, 2006, p. 4. 
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phenomenological approach employed by Gaston Bachelard, who employs 
literary images to enact our understanding of experiential phenomena. This 
chapter follows Bachelard in limiting phenomenological enquires to literary 
images,17 and this approach, in conjunction with the knowledge Bachelard 
brings to light in his studies of language and reverie, help to further our 
understanding of how an experience of habitable intellectual structures might 
unfold. This chapter takes the discussion of library space into the realm of 
literature, where libraries are liberated from the corporeal world to become 
structures of thought in our imaginations. The beginnings of a poetics of 
library space is undertaken by embarking upon a reading of three imagined 
libraries: Umberto Eco’s monastic library in The Name of the Rose, the private 
library of Peter Kien in Elias Canetti’s Auto-da-Fé, and the Komura Memorial 
Library in Murakami’s Kafka on the Shore. This discussion of libraries in 
literature is continued in Chapter Five, which explores the presence of both 
libraries and graveyards in the works of W.G. Sebald. Here I investigate the 
nature of the uncanny relationship between these sites, and reveal the way in 
which Sebald has enacted the connections of death and becoming through his 
protagonists’ accessing of buried knowledge. 
In the concluding chapter of this thesis, I summarise the findings of 
chapters one to five and revisit the major research question: In what ways do 
libraries serve to control and direct knowledge and to what extent can the 
creative imagination offer resistance? If we were to polarise the issue we could 
ask: Do libraries represent dystopian structures within which the human 
intellect is forcefully constrained or do they represent utopian structures that 
expand to accommodate the growing life of the mind? But to pose the 
question is such polarizing terms would be like asking whether H2O is hard or 
soft. It is an easy question to answer, because it is clearly both. As ice, H2O is 
                                               
17 G Bachelard, Earth and reveries of the will: an essay on the imagination of matter, trs. K Haltman, The 
 Dallas Institute, Dallas, 2002, p. 4. 
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hard; as water, H2O is soft. But H2O is clearly many other things besides. 
Bachelard’s study of water in Water and Dreams makes this abundantly clear. I 
will therefore attempt to address, but also to move beyond, this dichotomy, 
choosing instead to focus primarily on what conclusions can be drawn from 
the fact that so many of the models that have been used by writers and artists 
to describe intellectual library space resemble habitable structures familiar to 
them from the natural world. In analysing intellectual library space through 
these models, we are concerned with spaces that are haunted as much as they 
are nurtured by acts of creation that give birth to spaces of illusion that expose 
all real spaces.18 We are also concerned with spaces that are inextricably 
linked to our experience of the natural world. In essence, this analysis 
represents an attempt to enlist a phenomenological methodology in order to 
arrive at a unique understanding of our experience of the immense and fertile 
accumulation of illusory spaces that haunt the physical library.
                                               
18 ibid. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE 
ENTERING THE LIBRARY: DETERMINING APPROACHES TO 
KNOWLEDGE 
 
A library’s facade is the gateway to the physical space of the library, and 
libraries throughout the ages have presented different facades to their users. 
The facade of the State Library of Victoria in Melbourne, Australia, for 
example, is a classically inspired portico in dark sandstone supported by fluted 
columns. It is set back from the street and made accessible by a series of stairs 
which visitors must ascend before entering the library itself. This classically 
inspired use of space is amenable to an analysis of the contextual layers that 
surround textual material as it draws our attention to the degree to which the 
design of the library’s facade refers readers back to a particular cultural 
perspective, thereby suggesting to visitors the perspective from which the 
material within the library should be read. 
Having passed through the portico and crossed the threshold, readers 
find a foyer and then an atrium, beyond which stands the library’s main 
architectural feature, the domed reading room, about which the novelist 
Arnold Zable writes: ‘The Dome and its ascending galleries seemed like a 
18 
 
giant brain vaulting towards the heavens.’1 Zable’s vertiginous description of 
the reading room touches on the theme of this chapter, because libraries, like 
human brains, are storehouses of information, and this chapter considers the 
nature of the interface between the human brain and the library. In particular, 
it will identify what contextual layers exist between the library user and the 
body of texts that may affect the meaning of the information being provided. 
This will in turn shed light on the relationship between the public space of the 
library and the individuals and societies it serve. This chapter will therefore 
answer the first subsidiary research question: What are the means by which 
knowledge is controlled in libraries? 
The meaning of any statement can be altered by altering its 
surroundings, and readings of public spaces have exposed the bond that exists 
between bodies of knowledge and systems of social control. In his theoretical 
manifesto, The Archaeology of Knowledge, for example, Foucault argues that a 
statement’s identity is subject to various conditions and limits: 
 
Instead of being something said once and for all – and lost in the past like the 
result of a battle, a geological catastrophe, or the death of a king – the 
statement, as it emerges in its materiality, appears with a status, enters 
various networks and various fields of use, is subjected to transferences or 
modifications, is integrated into operations and strategies in which its 
identity is maintained or effaced.2 
 
Extending Foucault’s philosophy regarding ‘the identity of a statement’3 to 
include collections of statements bound into books, we could say that a book 
on a particular shelf, in a particular library, at a particular time, means 
something different from an identical book under different circumstances. Or 
                                               
1  A Zable, ‘A ribbon of words: wall quotations in the La Trobe Reading Room’, The La 
 Trobe Journal, No. 72 Spring 2003, State Library of Victoria Foundation, Melbourne, p. 
 76. 
2 M Foucault, The archaeology of knowledge, trs. S Smith, Routledge Classics, London and New York, 
2003, p. 118. 
3  ibid., p. 115. 
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rather, that a book in a library is like a star in a constellation, and its position 
among other stars dictates what it represents: the point of an arrow, the horn 
of a bull, a hunter’s dagger, or a soldier’s heel, regardless of whether it is a 
supergiant, a quasar or a white dwarf. 
 
THE INTELLECTUAL AND THE PHYSICAL BOOK  
 
In his work Champion of a Cause: Essays and Addresses on Librarianship Archibald 
MacLeish, the poet and former Librarian of Congress, writes of two types of 
books: the intellectual book and the physical book. To MacLeish the physical 
book: 
 
is never more than an ingenious cypher by which the intellectual book is 
communicated from one mind to another, and the intellectual book is always 
a structure in the imagination which may hang for a time above a folio page 
in ten-point type with a half-calf binding only to be found thereafter on a 
different page above a different type and in another language.4 
 
In attempting to answer the first subsidiary research question, this chapter will 
focus on the space that surrounds texts and the thresholds that exist as a reader 
enters a space set aside for their storage and use. This will lead into a 
consideration of the second subsidiary essay question: Can knowledge, within 
the library, transcend the limitations of what Deleuze would call a tap-root 
system? 
In an essay introducing an exhibition of books from Spain in 1962, 
Jorge Louis Borges speaks of his ideal library: 
 
Each in his own way imagines Paradise; since childhood I have envisioned it 
as a library. Not as an infinite library, because anything infinite is somewhat 
uncomfortable and puzzling, but as a library fit for a man. A library in which 
                                               
4  A MacLeish, Champion of a cause: essays and addresses on librarianship, quoted in 
N Basbanes, Patience & fortitude, Perennial, New York, 2003, p. 6. 
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there will always be books (and perhaps shelves) to discover, but not too 
many.5 
 
Similarly, my concern is not with an infinite library. There will be no 
immortal monkeys with typewriters6 and no hexagonal rooms multiplying 
themselves into infinity.7 This chapter is not concerned with infinite libraries, 
but with the fragile, finite, flammable, material library into which we venture; 
they are vessels of knowledge that have contextual layers through which we 
must pass on our way to the knowledge they contain. Genette states that 
‘every context serves as a paratext’,8 and this chapter surveys the contextual 
composition of a library. What interests me about the library is what interests 
Genette with regard to the book, namely, the paratextual field’s ‘spatial, 
temporal, substantial, pragmatic and functional characteristics’.9 In Paratexts, 
Genette limits his field of study to the component parts of the book itself. This 
chapter begins where Genette’s analysis leaves off. It considers the contextual 
field that exists between the entrance to the library and the text itself, 
including such features as the facade and the cataloguing system that is in 
place. Genette writes that: 
 
defining a paratextual element consists of determining its location (the 
question where?); the date of its appearance and, if need be, its disappearance 
(when?); its mode of existence, verbal or other (how?); the characteristics of 
its situation of communication – its sender and addressee (from whom? to 
whom?); and the function that its message aims to fulfil (to do what?).10 
 
                                               
5  J Borges, ‘Catalog of the exhibition Books from Spain’ in The Total Library, ed. E Weinberger, trs.
 E Allen, J Levine, E Weinburger, Penguin Books, London, 2001, p. 444. 
6  J Borges, ‘The total library’ in The total library, Penguin Books, London, 2001, p. 215. 
7  J Borges, ‘The Library of Babel’ in Fictions, trs. A Hurley, Penguin Books, London, 
 2000, p. 65. 
8  G Genette, Paratexts: thresholds of interpretation, Cambridge University Press,  
 Cambridge, 1997, p. 8. 
9  ibid., p. 4. 
10  ibid., p. 4.  
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As the parameters of this chapter necessitate a less detailed examination than 
Genette’s in Paratexts, what follows is more of an introductory tour through 
some of the contextual layers that enfold and enclose texts in the space of the 
library: layers that may influence the nature of the reading experience itself. 
 
FOUNDATIONAL DOCUMENTS 
 
The first contextual layer I wish to consider involves the documentation 
associated with a library’s formation and development, which can help to 
illuminate the motivations of those responsible for its existence, and reveal 
how they were influenced by issues of politics, religion and culture. In the 
case of private libraries this information may be sparse and of a personal 
nature, whereas public or university libraries are more likely to be guided by a 
common vision involving official statements of various kinds. The following 
statement of Antonio Panizzi, librarian of the British Museum Library, which 
was addressed to a Select Committee in 1835, is an example of this type of 
contextual layer, especially since it was to remain a guiding principle 
throughout his later head librarianship of that institution: 
 
I want a poor student to have the same means of indulging his learned 
curiosity, of following his rational pursuits, of consulting the same 
authorities, of fathoming the most intricate inquiry as the richest man in the 
kingdom, as far as books go, and I contend that the Government is bound to 
give him the most liberal and unlimited assistance in this respect.11 
 
Another example of this type of contextual layer is the mission statement of 
the Andrew Carnegie Free Library which states: 
 
                                               
11  E Miller, Prince of librarians: the life and times of Antonio Panizzi of the British  
 Museum, Andre Deutsch, London, 1967, p. 120. 
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the Andrew Carnegie Free Library complex … will provide library services 
and cultural, educational, and recreational opportunities for the public in a 
non-discriminatory manner.12 
 
These statements can be complicated by bequests and mergers, in which the 
identity of two collections is blurred. For instance, the complexion of the 
Kings College Library would be altered if it were to have the Library of 
Samuel Pepys incorporated in it, and we would think differently about the 
Library of Alexandria if it could be proved that it was indeed where Aristotle’s 
library eventually resided. But such complications are the norm within a space 
as variously contextualised as a library. 
 
THE FACADE OF THE LIBRARY: SPATIAL AND TEXTUAL 
 
If we consider the library’s facade, it becomes apparent that we are dealing 
with a structure which is part text and part public or private space. To enter a 
library is to enter a text: a multiple and complex text, yes, but a text 
nonetheless. Many title pages of the classical French period depict grand 
entrances to buildings, making of the title page ‘a sort of monumental portico 
entrance [to the text]’.13 The way in which early title pages mimic 
architectural forms is easily discerned in comparing the title pages of, for 
instance, the first edition of the King James Bible published in 1611 and Cardinal 
Nicholas of Cues’s Works published in Paris in 1514 with the entrances to the 
State Library of Victoria or the former British Museum in London. In these 
cases, both title pages and library façades act as invitations to enter into a 
discourse. In the case of the book, it is an invitation to enter into discourse 
with the writer or writers; in the case of the library it is an invitation to enter 
into discourse with a vast collection of textual material. Both invite us into a 
                                               
12  History of the Andrew Carnegie Free Library and Music Hall 
30 Sep 2008, viewed 5 Oct 2009, <http://andrewcarnegie2.tripod.com/Mission- 
ACFL.GIF>. 
13  Genette, op. cit., p. 33. 
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space where information is the common currency, and the title page, in 
resembling a façade, betrays a tendency to spatialise intellectual activity. 
I explored this notion of ‘an invitation to enter into’ in Chapter IV of 
The Library of the Seven Selves by having Anselm reflect upon the experience of 
entering the Astorian Public Library: 
 
He often associated such entrances with the act of reading itself, 
perhaps owing to the fact that many old books had classical façades on 
their title pages, which seemed to invite readers to enter into the space 
of the text. In doing so they suggested a kind of autonomous spatial 
and temporal dimension, within which, Anselm imagined, different 
laws of mass and motion applied. But where, he wondered, did this 
reading dimension reside? It would be absurd to suggest that it lay 
 
   
  
within the book itself, and far more logical to conclude that these 
printed façades invited readers to enter into themselves.14  
 
One cannot help but acknowledge the degree to which these classically 
inspired entrances, these invitations to enter into discourse, hark back to 
antiquity, and in doing so feed and support a codified narrative that has been 
ratified by tradition and history:15 a narrative which traces the progress of 
Western civilisation from the present to ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt via 
the ancient Greeks and Romans. Jean-François Lyotard refers to such codified 
                                               
14 See Part One, pp. 30-31. 
15  J O’Donnell, Avatars of the word: from papyrus to cyberspace, Harvard University Press, 
Cambridge Massachusetts, 1998, p. 105. 
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narratives as ‘metanarratives’, and he writes that incredulity in relation to 
them is at the heart of the postmodern condition.16 Like Foucault, Lyotard 
recognises the degree to which bodies of knowledge are tied to systems of 
social control, and he identifies metanarratives as elements that facilitate this 
conjunction. More broadly, however, the term metanarrative is used by 
postmodernists to refer to totalising, authoritarian, traditional and/or 
patriarchal narratives that are uncomplicated by the forces of secularization. 
Such narratives come to us from the past and are believed to be ‘the truth’ 
rather than uncontextualised facts driven by traditional history. 
Even if readers are only dimly aware of the totalising, authoritarian, 
traditional, patriarchal, uncomplicated and uncontextualised narratives which 
inform Western culture, and which postmodernists would encourage us to be 
both aware of and sceptical of, in passing through the classically inspired 
porticos of many libraries and proceeding through their vestibules to browse 
through the stacks or surf the net, their reading experience may be 
inadvertently affected by the types of metanarratives that the facade of the 
library suggests. The facades of the British Museum in London and the State 
Library of Victoria in Melbourne are both inspired by classical architecture. By 
comparison, the facades of the new Bibliothèque Nationale de France in Paris, 
the Vancouver Public Library and the University of California’s Geisel Library 
confront us with architectural motifs that suggest different narrative journeys. 
The stones of the library do speak, as they represent an invitation loaded with 
meanings. 
 
NAMES OF LIBRARIES 
 
To identify who is extending this invitation and to whom it is being addressed, 
it is necessary, among other things, to consider the library’s name. A library’s 
name can take us one small step towards determining what kind of invitation 
                                               
16 J Lyotard, The postmodern condition: a report on knowledge, University of Minnesota 
 Press, Minneapolis, 1984, p. . 
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is being extended to potential readers. A consideration of whether the name 
extends an open invitation or a limited invitation, and of the ways in which is 
it limited, of how it is worded and delivered, of who issues the invitation and 
under what authority, and of the end to which the invitation being offered 
(political, cultural, religious, or philanthropic) will help to determine how 
such a contextual layer might affect the emergence of the intellectual book. 
The names of free public libraries like those established by Andrew 
Carnegie in America, the names of National Libraries, the names of large 
private libraries like the Huntington Library in San Marino, California and the 
Biblioteca Mediceo-Laurenziana ‘founded as a monument to the Medici 
family’,17 the names of libraries established for the working classes like the 
Athenaeum in Melbourne and the Chartist Libraries of nineteenth century 
Britain, and religious collections like the Vatican Library and existing abbey 
libraries, all have a contextual influence on the texts that are to be found 
under their banner. 
 
DIVIDING THE SPACE 
 
Entering the library itself, our reading of it must consider the divisions of 
space therein, which will reflect decisions as to how knowledge should be 
stored and presented, inevitably privileging certain types of information over 
others in ways obvious, subtle and everything in between. In the Deakin 
University Library in Melbourne, for example, the top floor of the library is 
given over to law reports, periodicals, books and other materials associated 
with legal studies; the ground floor is reserved for administration, general 
periodicals and reference material; and the main book collection, comprising 
most of the humanities material, is stored below ground level. The 
manifestation of such choices can introduce hierarchies within library space 
making it a plane upon which different ideological systems are made to 
                                               
17  A Hobson, Great libraries, G.P. Putnam’s Sons, New York, 1970, p. 91. 
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compete. Matthew Battles refers us to a vivid account of such a conflict in 
Jonathan Swift’s famous essay of 1704, ‘The Battle of the Books’, in which 
Swift imagines the St. James Library to be a field upon which the books of the 
moderns war with the books of the ancients for a home on the top shelves, 
which represent the library’s Mount Parnassus. 
Intimately associated with the division and organisation of library space 
is the library’s catalogue, itself a contextualising layer of powerful influence, 
and as such the politics of cataloguing material has always caused controversy. 
In addition to the necessity of ensuring ease of access, assigning a book to a 
particular category presupposes a certain type of reading. Alberto Manguel 
reminds us in A History of Reading that ‘With Callimachus [a librarian of the 
Library of Alexandria], the library became an organized reading-space’,18 for 
the catalogue that Callimachus composed introduced a system of classification 
according to a Hellenic view of the world. Even though this catalogue, called 
the Pinakes or ‘Tables’, exists today only in fragmentary form, what remains 
provides an idea of the philosophy that guided the arrangement of the library. 
The branches of learning current in Hellenic culture were divided into 
separate classes of literature. Poetry, for example, was divided into epic, 
lyric, tragedy and comedy, and within each of these genres authors were listed 
in alphabetical order and identified by a brief biographical note.19 
Callimachus’s chosen ‘branches of learning’, the subcategories he chose to 
employ, and the alphabetical and therefore arbitrary way in which works were 
to be arranged within each grouping would certainly not have corresponded to 
the world view of all library users. Maybe there were library users who 
favoured Aristotle’s classification system,20 perhaps others preferred the 
system Theophrastus employed in the Lyceum library, and there may even 
                                               
18  A Manguel, A history of reading, Flamingo, London, 1997, p. 192. 
19 S Konstantinos, The History of the Library in Western Civilization, trs. T Cullen, Oak Knoll Press, 
 Delaware, 2004, p. 186. 
20 Aristotle amassed a private library the cataloguing system of which may have  
 corresponded to his proposed universal hierarchy of existence. 
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have been library users more familiar with systems of classification handed 
down from the libraries of ancient Babylon, Assyria and Persia. 
The dispute that split the staff of the British Museum Library in the 
1830s over whether to introduce a classed catalogue or a revised alphabetical 
one21 is an example of cataloguing controversy. Most of the library staff were 
in favour of compiling a new catalogue that would be ‘strictly alphabetical, 
arranged under the surname of the author, followed by a complete 
description’22 of the text, while the Trustees, and many men of science, 
favoured an updated version of the old classed catalogued (i.e. divided up into 
branches and types of knowledge). The British Library now uses the Dewey 
Decimal Classification System,23 and the choices associated with the 
classification of books and other materials within it, and those associated with 
the assigning of key words will continue to produce areas of ambiguity subject 
to arbitrary rules and conditions, no matter how much they may be guided by 
established principles. As Manguel has written: 
 
The categories that a reader brings to a reading, and the categories in which 
that reading itself is placed — the learned social and political categories into 
which a library is divided — constantly modify one another in ways that 
appear, over the years, more or less arbitrary or more or less imaginative. 
Every library is a library of preferences, and every chosen category implies 
an exclusion.24 
 
                                               
21  Miller, op. cit., pp. 108-122. 
22 ibid., p. 109. 
23 Melvil Dewey’s classification system divides texts into ten main groups, each represented 
 by figures, and each of these ten groups is divided up into more specialized fields.  
24 Manguel, op. cit., pp. 197-198. 
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DIVISION BY TECHNOLOGY 
 
The technological division of space can also act as a contextualising element 
transforming library space into a battle ground of contesting technologies. 
Entering a modern library one may well ask: Where are all the books? For 
often they have been moved into the background in favour of working and 
reading spaces that have a more modern appearance, and that allow for ease of 
movement in and out of the space of the book, cyberspace, and around the 
geographic space of the library itself. Libraries will continually find themselves 
both gravitating towards and moving away from various technologies, and 
whether the shift is from parchment to paper, handwritten material to printed 
material, printed material to microfiche, or from microfiche to digital files, 
any change will have a bearing on the information being provided, and this 
will inevitably affect a text’s delivery and therefore its message. For instance, 
providing a digital document rather than a printed one removes some 
contextual layers and adds others, as well as representing a further step away 
from the text as artefact. Thinking along the same lines as Walter Benjamin, 
even the most perfect digital reproduction of a text is lacking in one element: 
it lacks a presence in time and space, the physicality of which informs of the 
changes which it may have suffered in physical condition over the years as well 
as the various changes in its ownership.25 
 
CYBERNETIC SPACE 
 
The library’s integration of the internet is in itself interesting spatially because 
it provides platforms from which to gain access to cyberspace, which merges 
with the library’s geographic space. This creates what Ananda Mitra and Rae 
Lynn Schwartz from Wake Forest University’s Department of 
Communication have termed ‘cybernetic space’. In a paper entitled ‘From 
                                               
25  W Benjamin, ‘The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction’, The Art History 
Archive, viewed 5 October 2009, <http://www.arthistoryarchive.com/arthistory/modern/ 
The-Work-of-Art-in-the-Age-of-Mechanical-Reproduction.html>. 
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Cyberspace to Cybernetic Space: Rethinking the Relationship between Real 
and Virtual Space’, cybernetic space is seen as a synthesis of real space and 
cyberspace. The opportunities available to the reader within a space where 
library space and cyberspace are both accessible are bound to influence the 
reading of any text within that space. Such a space assumes the presence of a 
multiplicity of textual references both surrounding the reader geographically 
and at his or her fingertips digitally. The notion of a text existing in isolation is 
thus further exploded, as too are traditional notions of space and time. 
According to Mitra and Schwartz: 
 
Elements of space such as location, nationality and movement become 
relatively less important within cybernetic space where we live 
simultaneously within the realm of physical nations and virtual communities. 
The ideas of nationality and diaspora become less critical since it is possible 
to remain physically tethered to one place but discursively connected to a 
different virtual community26 
  
KNOWLEDGE UNDER GUARD 
 
Another contextual layer that stands between the library user and the library’s 
texts concerns security, that is, who or what guards or presides over the 
accumulated knowledge a library contains. Considered alongside Foucault’s 
analysis of Bentham’s Panopticon – the Panopticon being a type of prison 
building designed ‘to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent 
visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power27 – an Orwellian 
shadow is cast over the many library buildings of the nineteenth century that 
were built with panoptic principles in mind. Foucault describes the 
Panopticon in the following way: 
 
                                               
26  A Mitra & RL Schwartz, ‘From cyberspace to cyberneticspace: rethinking the relationship between real and 
 virtual spaces’, Annenberg School for Communication 
2001, Journal of computer-mediated communication, volume seven, viewed 5 October 2009, < 
http://jcmc.indiana.edu/vol7/issue1/mitra.html>. 
26 M Foucault, Discipline and punish: the birth of the prison, Penguin Books, London, 1991, p. 174. 
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at the periphery, an annular building; at the centre, a tower; this tower is 
pierced with wide windows that open onto the inner side of the ring; the 
peripheric building is divided into cells, each of which extends the whole 
width of the building; they have two windows, one on the inside, 
corresponding to the windows of the tower; the other, on the outside, 
allows the light to cross the cell from one end to the other. All that is 
needed, then, is to place a supervisor in a central tower and to shut up in 
each cell a madman, a patient, a condemned man, a worker or a 
schoolboy.28 
 
With the invention of the Panopticon and the use of panoptic principles 
in nineteenth century library design, the library becomes a process driven 
machine, engineered in a way that assumes the presence of a watchful and 
security-minded eye. Modern public libraries rarely strive for intimacy; 
seldom are there secluded bays of books, cosy nooks or private rooms. This is 
because they subscribe to a modern notion of public space: open, communal 
and above all visible. In Foucault’s words, the major effect of the Panopticon 
is ‘to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility that 
assures the automatic functioning of power.’29 One of Bentham’s principles 
was that ‘power should be visible and unverifiable.’30 That panoptic principles 
were used in library design at all attests to the fact that such libraries, such 
bodies of knowledge, were built to ensure the proper functioning of a sense of 
power relationships. They manipulate space in a way that ensures a degree of 
social control. Foucault would argue that these power relationships permeate 
the whole structure of the library. 
Foucault goes on to wonder whether Bentham was inspired by Le 
Vaux’s menagerie at Versailles, in which, from a central octagonal pavilion, 
                                               
30 ibid., p. 200. 
31 ibid., p. 201. 
30  ibid., p. 201. 
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‘large windows looked out onto seven cages’,31 the eighth side being reserved 
for the entrance. Reading this, I was surprised to discover, upon looking up 
from the pages of Discipline and Punish, that I was indeed seated in an octagonal 
chamber. For the reading room of the State Library of Victoria is remarkably 
panoptic. So, was I the king or the monkey? I asked myself. I feared the worst, 
and my fears were justified, because in the centre of the chamber is a raised 
and enclosed platform where, in the days preceding electronic surveillance, a 
staff member would sit, and he could only be seen if he chose to make his 
presence known by raising himself a little higher than usual to crane his head 
in the direction of any unruly activity. 
‘The panopticon is a marvellous machine’, Foucault goes on to say, 
‘which, whatever use one may wish to put it to, produces homogeneous 
effects of power.32 In the case of a library, it is generally used to enforce a 
state of studious discipline ‘without physical instrument other than 
architecture and geometry’.33 So in choosing certain architectural forms and 
features, a library’s founders are often making strong statements about how 
they want library users to relate to the texts that the library contains. 
 
ACCESSIONS POLICIES AND WEEDING/DISCARD POLICIES 
 
Another way in which power manifests itself in library space is through 
accessions policies and weeding/discard policies as these dictate what type of 
texts will be added to and weeded from an existing collection. These may be, 
as is often the case with small private collections, undocumented and guided 
by a single owner’s interests. In the case of larger libraries, however, 
especially national and university collections, such policies can be extremely 
detailed and are often responsible for directing the activities of numerous 
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staff. The power of these policies lies in their ability to directly influence the 
information the library provides, and in this way they can act as internal 
censors. Moreover, if the accessions policy includes a Copyright Act ensuring 
the receipt of every book, magazine, newspaper and journal published within 
a specified geographic region, then a consideration of how such a policy might 
affect the context of texts in a more general way is in order. Even if a text 
does not come from the library, the assurance that the library would have 
acquired a copy has a subtle effect on readers within that region which 
contributes to a sense of informational stability. This assurance can create a 
sense of the library as a collective memory, and libraries do indeed play an 
important role in the process of cultural production, consumption and 
preservation. The application of accessions policies and weeding/discard 
policies add contextual layers to library space by including and excluding 
certain texts and materials. Through them, library space becomes a space of 
presences and absences, and reading certain texts in the absence of others can 
alter the reading experience. As such, these policies can affect how all 
narratives are read. They have the power to manipulate how the past and the 
present are perceived, and, as such, they can influence decisions that have a 
bearing on the future. Alberto Manguel speaks of ‘the library as the memory 
of the world’,34 but like the memories of men, the libraries we build are often 
imperfect and highly directed. 
Accessions policies and weeding/discard policies often reflect and 
respond to the changing needs of library users. It is a case of desire in relation 
to discourse.35 Desire is followed by a struggle to articulate that desire, which 
is, in turn, followed by attempts at consummation. The desire for a stable 
source of food poses questions. What type of crops do we want? What crops 
will suit the environment? Is an irrigation system required? Formulating, 
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asking and answering such questions will involve the collection of existing 
information and the generation of new information. The library, if it acts as a 
repository of this information, comes to reflect, in a concrete way, the needs 
and desires of its users. Sigmund Freud argued that memory is motivated by 
desire, and Martin Conway, writing within a Freudian framework, notes that 
memories are ‘a resource of self that underpin current desirable self-images 
and which motivate goal-completion in the present’. He goes on to write that 
‘unpleasant experiences and ideas are ‘forgotten’ for good reasons. Their 
recall is resisted, their content inhibited, because they threaten, in both minor 
and major ways, the stability of the self’.36 If memory is selective, then the 
library, which also exhibits selective tendencies and represents a type of 
preserved memory, can be seen to reflect library user’s desires, both those 
expressed and those repressed. 
Yet although the gravitational pull of the desires of library users can be 
strong, accessions policies are often aborted, mismanaged or hijacked, as was 
the case in the infant days of the Melbourne Public Library, when ‘In an 
uncharacteristically democratic gesture … [Sir Redmond Barry, the library’s 
founder] had advertised for suggestions from the public for works to be 
purchased for the library, but, having received no response, he went ahead 
and compiled his own list.’37 Likewise, weeding/discard policies can be based 
on the most arbitrary decision making. In the 1970s, for example, a 
Midwestern American state legislator wanted to get rid of books that had not 
been checked out in the previous two years, and the Fisher Library at the 
University of Sydney is currently in the process of removing 500,000 books 
                                               
36  M Conway, ‘Memory and Desire – Reading Freud’, The British Psychological Society 
 2006, The Psychologist, viewed 5 October 2009, <http://www.thepsychologist.org.uk/ 
archive/archive_home.cfm/volumeID_19-editionID_139-ArticleID_1081> 
37  B Roberts, Treasures of the State Library of Victoria, Focus Publishing, Sydney, 2003, 
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and journals, in the course of which, items not borrowed for five years will be 
targeted.38 
My intention with The Library of the Seven Selves was to have the Astorian 
Public Library grow in a very democratic way, and so in chapter II we read: 
 
so closely were readers’ interests reflected in the expansion of the library 
that many Astorians began to think of the library as a palpable part of 
themselves; and perhaps it was, for there seemed to be an element of 
dreaming in the library’s branching growth. Reveries and dreams appeared 
to have played a part in the erection of vast structures, which may as well 
have emerged from the fertile imagination of the readers themselves. 
Indeed, as readers explored the library’s interminable vestibules, its high 
galleries, its gloomy casemates and its bright and verdant courtyards, in 
many places it appeared to unfold like an edifice in a dream.39 
 
But even if the relationship between desires and accessions/discards is 
an imperfect one, such imperfections can be charged with meaning. In this 
way, the library can be seen as resembling a consciousness that conceals an 
unconscious. In The Archaeology of Knowledge Foucault speaks of the ‘rather 
strange language which is that of our unconscious or our literary work’.40 This 
intimate coupling of literary works with the unconscious suggests that if 
certain narratives were to be repressed within the collective memory then 
they would be likely to appear first on the sensitive and subjective plains of 
literature, after which, if there is enough pressure, an inevitable outpouring 
may follow. As Manguel writes: 
 
any library, by its very existence, conjures up its forbidden or forgotten 
double: an invisible but formidable library of the books that, for 
                                               
38 M Wilding, ‘The great purge of our libraries’ in Quadrant, Quadrant Magazine Limited, 
 Sydney, July-August 2011, pp. 16-17. 
39 See Part One, p. 21. 
40 M Foucault, The archaeology of knowledge, op. cit., p. 222. 
35 
 
conventional reasons of quality, subject matter or even volume, have been 
deemed unfit for survival 41 
 
Of books that are excluded for unconventional reasons Manguel writes: 
 
every banning, curtailment, shredding, plunder, or loot gives rise (at least as 
a ghostly presence) to a louder, clearer, more durable library of the banned, 
looted, plundered, shredded or curtailed. Those books may no longer be 
available for consultation, they may exist only in the vague memory of a 
reader or in the vaguer-still memory of tradition and legend, but they have 
acquired a kind of immortality.42 
 
Despite the immortality to which Manguel refers, a library, as a 
physical manifestation of collective memory, can become a target for those 
who seek to challenge the version of the past that it represents. Those who 
seek to destroy a culture’s collective memory by destroying a library, whether 
they be Spanish priests destroying the libraries of the Aztecs43 or the Serbian 
military destroying the National and University Library of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina,44 are seeking the impossibility of a blank sheet without borders 
upon which to record their own version of history. It is the case that a 
reorganisation of existing texts along new lines would better serve their 
purposes, because, as has been shown, the contextual layers present in a 
library, including the documents and artefacts that illuminate the nature of a 
library’s inception, development and projected direction; the library’s 
architectural form and the associations it alludes to; its name or lack of one, 
which may extend an open or limited invitation; its division of space and the 
preferencing of certain sorts of information and technologies over others; its 
application of cataloguing rules, which cast texts into subject categories and 
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genres; and its accessions policy which may or may not reflect user’s desires, 
all of these contextual layers that operate within library space, and there are 
surely others, influence how the texts contained within them are read. For 
this reason, we are compelled to reconsider MacLeish’s assertion that the 
intellectual book may ‘hang for a time above a folio page in ten-point type 
with a half-calf binding only to be found thereafter on a different page above a 
different type and in another language’,45 because the intellectual book, that 
‘structure in the imagination’,46 produced from a particular reading will 
inevitably be altered by the context of that reading in ways which may be 
subtle or substantial. Foucault would maintain that each of these layers of 
meaning works to control the way in which the intellectual book emerges 
from the physical book, thereby controlling the way in which a culture’s 
collective memory is accessed, interpreted and applied to both the present and 
the future. We can say, therefore, that the contextual layers imposed upon 
library space are not there merely to guide library users and to provide them 
with a structure for their emerging but as yet undeveloped thoughts, although 
they may do this. Such contextual layers also describe the shape of the 
relationship that links bodies of knowledge to systems of social control. Seen 
in this way, it is easy for us to comprehend the claustrophobia that swells 
within Jorge Luis Borges’s short story about the library of Babel: a library that 
extends infinitely in all directions, but that remains, for all this space, 
something of a prison for its inhabitants. Perhaps it would be too much to say 
that modern library spaces resemble intellectual prisons, but we could say that 
the contextual layers our libraries contain can limit the horizons of our 
experience of reading. In order to move beyond the limits that power 
structures impose upon library space, these organised layers of meaning 
within libraries need to be transcended and another type of space needs to be 
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introduced: a space that eschews authoritarian domination and operates 
independently of a designated centre of power. Such a space would ensure 
that meaning, rather than being controlled by over-contextualisation, is given 
the freedom to move according to patterns that extend beyond the borders 
that the organised library outlines for our thoughts. 
Earlier, I offered James O’Donnell’s description of a library as part of 
‘a common tree of knowledge’,47 which is a wonderful concept in that it links 
libraries together as part of a common human project. But a tree designates a 
fixed centre which imposes a particular type of order, and the type of space 
we have just alluded to should transcend authoritarian domination and fixed 
centres of control. It may be more worthwhile to think of a library as an 
arborescent element of a larger and less centralised intellectual structure. The 
description of postmodern structures of thought proposed by the philosopher 
Gilles Deleuze and the psychotherapist Félix Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus: 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia provide some clues as to how to transcend the 
contextual layers of meaning imposed upon a library by the types of 
authoritarian systems of social control that Foucault describes. According to 
Deleuze and Guattari, there is an alternative realm to that within which power 
works to impose order from a centralised point. There are, they write, 
‘powers (puissances) of becoming that belong to a different realm from that of 
Power (Pouvoir) and Domination.’48 Powers of domination, so Deleuze and 
Guattari maintain, work within the arborescent branch, trunk and roots 
system of organising thought: 
 
The tree and root inspire a sad image of thought that is forever imitating the 
multiple on the basis of a centred or segmented higher unity. If we consider 
the set, branches-roots, the trunk plays the role of opposed segment for one of 
the subsets running from bottom to top ... Arborescent systems are 
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hierarchical systems with centers of significance  and subjectification, central 
automata like organised memories. In the corresponding models, an element 
only receives information from a higher unit, and only received a subjective 
affection along preestablished paths.49 
 
It is, of course, these pre-established paths that need to be transcended if we 
are to find, within library space, a realm in which centralised power and 
domination are dissolved. The impatience of Deleuze and Guattari with fixed 
centers of power is revealed most clearly in their assertion that, ‘It is always 
from the depths of its impotence that each power centre draws its power, 
hence their extreme maliciousness and vanity.50 Their rejection of the centred 
tree in favour of the acentred rhizome does represent the beginning of an 
attempt to think outside of the bodies of knowledge that are tied to repressive 
structures of control. Unfortunately, their reading of arborescent structures 
closes itself off at the point where their examinations should begin. The 
branch/trunk/root system, if considered exclusively, neglects the realm 
within which the system of the tree is at its most creative. Perhaps the 
blossom/pollen grain/pistil system, which includes the many and various 
means of aerial transportation it makes use of, completes and renders more 
useful the arborescent structure that Deleuze and Guattari do not quite bring 
to fruition, although they do acknowledge that ‘Plants with roots or radicals 
may be rhizomorphic in other respects’.51 Elsewhere, however, and 
employing different models, they do describe liberated systems of thought 
that resemble the system that their discussion of the tree omits. In their 
description of the rhizome, for instance, they speak of multiplicity, of 
heterogeneity and of ceaselessly establishing connections from any one point 
to another.52 Such activity can only operate in a realm that transcends 
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branch/trunk/root systems of centralised control. Like Deleuze and Guattari, 
who strive to move beyond the ‘despotic linguistics’53 of Saussure, there is 
something in the arborescent branch/trunk/root system that regularly 
succumbs to a need to undermine the tree’s oppressive hierarchy of control. 
Likewise, every time the human mental and psychic apparatus engages with 
the arborescent structure of a library, a spring time of intellectual activity 
should inevitably break forth: a spring time characterised by multiplicity, 
heterogeneity and a ceaseless establishing of connections from any one point 
to another. This activity, when it occurs, transforms the library into a space of 
becoming and creating. From this more comprehensive reading of arborescent 
systems, of which the library is but one example, two distinct spaces with 
their own brand of order can be discerned. There is a library of containment 
and control and a library of liberation, chaos, becoming and creating. We, as 
library users, are the agents who introduce the second of these systems into 
the library, and although the library exists as a structure of contextualisation, 
which strongly suggests how its material is to be read, each library user 
incorporates the texts they read, have read and are going to read into a unique 
formation. Deleuze and Guattari have observed that although long term 
memory is arborescent,54 short term memory is rhizomatic.55 
 
Neurologists and psychophysiologists distinguish between long-term 
memory and short-term-memory (on the order of a minute). The difference 
between them is not simply quantitative: short-term memory is of the 
rhizome or diagram type, and long-term memory is arborescent and 
centralised ... Short-term memory is in no way subject to a law of contiguity 
or immediacy to its object; it can act at a distance, come or return a long 
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time after, but always under conditions of discontinuity, rupture and 
multiplicity.56 
 
The long term arborescent memory of the library is a structure into which our 
short term memories enter, sending out lines of flight and making connections 
possible between any of the library’s points and positions. These lines of 
flight, which are also lines of becoming, improvise variations, expand their 
areas of activity, conquer and capture new knowledge and stitch it together 
with existing knowledge.57 Deleuze and Guattari note that the ‘tree is 
filiation, but the rhizome is alliance, exclusively alliance. The tree imposes the 
verb “to be,” but the rhizome is woven together with conjunctions’.58 The 
contextual layers in library space impose the verb ‘to be’. In using the library 
we must destabilise this ‘to be’ by constantly making connections across, 
through and around it. The following chapter will consider how this can be 
achieved by conceiving the space of the library through the poetic imagination.
                                               
56 ibid., pp. 15-16. 
57 ibid., p. 48. 
58  ibid., p. 57. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO 
INNER SANCTUARIES: CONCEIVING INTELLECTUAL SPACES 
 
Libraries are structures built for the storage, preservation and provision of 
stories, and as a story is an intellectual structure, one can conceive of libraries 
as spaces in which intellectual structures are brought together to form a kind 
of superstructure. When readers and writers use libraries they do more than 
inhabit them physically. To make use of a library is also to inhabit the 
intellectual structure it represents. This chapter aims to describe the 
experience of inhabiting and extending intellectual library space, and in doing 
so it will answer the third subsidiary research question: How might a library 
space be experienced imaginatively, and how might it be understood from a 
phenomenological perspective? (How might it be the site of the poetic act that 
takes place within a protective shelter?) 
By focusing on how Haruki Murakami’s protagonist in Kafka on the 
Shore experiences language, this chapter will attempt to come to an 
understanding of what the phenomenologist Gaston Bachelard called the 
‘psychic reality of reading and writing’1: a reality within which the library’s 
primary function is to open spaces within readers and writers in which acts of 
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creation can occur. After considering the nature of the reading and writing 
experience, this chapter will propose various built forms appropriate to an 
intellectual library which deals in such acts of creation. What habitable 
structures, it will ask, can be profitably employed as metaphors for the 
intellectual apparatus we use and develop when we bring poetic images and 
story structures into existence? This task will involve describing how built 
forms taken from the literary works of Italo Calvino, Coleman Barks, Jeanette 
Winterson, and Franz Kafka, among others, can be used as metaphors for 
intellectual library space. One author who went to great lengths to describe 
the experience of reading and writing was Marcel Proust. 
In the final instalment of Proust’s In Search of Lost Time the French 
novelist writes: ‘In reality, every reader, as he reads, is the reader of himself. 
The work of the writer is only a sort of optic instrument which he offers to 
the reader so that he may discern in the book what he would probably not 
have seen in himself.’2 In Champion of a cause: essays and addresses on librarianship 
Archibald MacLeish writes that ‘the physical book: is never more than an 
ingenious cipher by which the intellectual book is communicated from one 
mind to another, and the intellectual book is always a structure in the 
imagination’.3 In these passages Proust and MacLeish both comment on the 
nature of books. Proust likens books to optic instruments that enable readers 
to make the invisible within them visible, while MacLeish likens books to 
ingenious ciphers through which meaning can be conveyed. Both writers 
suggest that books direct our gaze inward, allowing us to internally apprehend 
the intellectual structures they contain. 
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In literary terms, the space of the reading experience has been 
described variously as ‘the domain of the prophet’4 and as ‘the realms of 
gold’.5 Jalal ad-Din Rumi refers to such spaces as ‘inspired solitudes’.6 Italo 
Calvino, contemplating the nature of nameless things, imagines that they 
reside in the place where ‘thoughts take on form and substance’.7 Haruki 
Murakami refers to a ‘space where emptiness and substance neatly overlap’.8 
In philosophical terms, however, this space has been described as a space that 
‘links us to an eternal present’, and as the sphere of language and writing, 
which, more than the body, “corresponds to the soul”.9 It has been called a 
‘poetisphere’ and a ‘dimension of the modern psychism’,10 and as it is the 
place from which the poet speaks it has been called ‘the threshold of being’.11 
In Earth and Reveries of the Will, Bachelard reminds us that the task of 
philosophy, according to the German philosopher Friedrich Jacobi, is simply 
to discover the origins of language, and he maintains that each literary image 
offers the experience of the creation of language’.12 What remains to be 
explored is the space within which this creation of language is experienced. 
Bachelard describes this space as the site of the poetic act and as a place where 
the poetic image emerges into the consciousness as a direct product of the 
heart, soul and being of man.13 Elsewhere, he writes that ‘the poet in the 
novelty of his images is always the origin of language’.14 But it is not only the 
poet who experiences this poetic act which is an origin of language. Readers 
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also share in the joy of creation, and this act of creation, Bachelard maintains, 
‘makes of the reader a poet on a level with the image he has read’.15 
In this light, it would not be too presumptuous to suppose that the 
primary function of the library, the function it performs that is higher than its 
functions of storage, preservation, access, and so forth, is to open up within 
readers a space where acts of creation can take place. This is, indeed, how 
Murakami uses the invented library in his novel Kafka on the Shore, which will 
be discussed further in Chapter Four. The library that is central to Kafka on the 
Shore acts as a kind of halfway house between the conscious and the 
subconscious, the living and the dead. In the first chapter of this novel we are 
informed that this halfway house is the destination of the protagonist: ‘On my 
fifteenth birthday’, the narrator explains, ‘I’ll run away from home, journey 
to a far-off town, and live in the corner of a small library’.16 It is, 
furthermore, not insignificant that Murakami specifically states that his 
protagonist will come to live in ‘the corner’ of a small library, and it would 
even be useful, at this point, to reflect on what Bachelard has written about 
the corners of inhabited spaces: ‘every corner in a house, every angle in a 
room, every inch of secluded space in which we like to hide, or withdraw into 
ourselves, is a symbol of solitude for the imagination’.17 When we recall the 
hours we have spent in our corners,’ he continues, ‘we remember above all 
silence, the silence of our thoughts’.18 At one point, Bachelard even designates 
the corner as ‘the chamber of being’.19 These descriptions of corners reveal 
something about our experience of reading, as it is a corner that we see when 
we open the pages of a book: a corner of paper that takes us to realms beyond 
memory. One of the most concise descriptions of disappearing into a corner 
of paper appears in William Blake’s The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, where 
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Blake writes: ‘I took him to the altar and open’d the Bible, and lo! it was a 
deep pit, into which I descended’.20 An observation of Bachelard’s also takes 
us deep into the reading experience: ‘it is as though the poem in its 
exuberance’, he writes, ‘opened new depths in us’.21 This is not to suggest 
that the religious and philosophical system that Blake envisioned agrees with 
the phenomenological insights of Bachelard. Their conceptions of depth in 
these works differ, but both writers, nonetheless, associate the reading 
experience with the notion of descent. It is a simple and meaningful 
association. 
This depth-opening experience of language is also described by Jacques 
Derrida: ‘To grasp the operation of the creative imagination at the greatest 
possible proximity to it, one must turn oneself toward the invisible interior of 
poetic freedom. One must be separated from oneself in order to be reunited 
with the blind origin of the work in its darkness’.22 Murakami explores this 
concept through his protagonist’s imagined friend, whose name, quite 
appropriately, is Crow. It is Crow who, on Kafka Tamura’s behalf, swoops 
down into blind depths to find words for Kafka’s half-formed thoughts: ‘I try 
putting into words my impressions of the novel, but I need Crow’s help – 
need him to appear from wherever he is, spread his wings wide and search out 
the right words for me’.23 Crow plays a part in the creative acts that are 
central to the protagonist’s experience of language. Crow is at once part of 
and separate from the protagonist, and his presence illustrates the concept of 
separation from self that Derrida proposes. 
There are, however, less benign sides to our experience of lonely 
corners and dark depths. As Bachelard has observed, ‘there are angles from 
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which one cannot escape’ and there are corners which are also graves.24 It is 
Kafka Tamura’s desire to avoid such malevolent corners that drives him to 
seek out the Komura Memorial Library: a place that is situated somewhere 
between, or rather within, both reality and imagination. The protagonist even 
states, at one point, that: 
 
As I relax on the sofa and gaze around the room a thought hits me: this is 
exactly the place I’ve been looking for all my life. A little hideaway in some 
sinkhole somewhere. I always thought of it as a secret, imaginary place, and 
can barely believe that it actually exists.25 
 
Inevitably, Kafka Tamura is drawn into the space between the real and the 
imagined within the library. His journey is indeed a journey into the depths—
into the aspect of library space that interests us most—the in between space, 
that is, which exists between the written word and the emerging image: an in 
between space which swells and expands a sentence’s tenuous thread.26 This in 
between space is where we go when we begin to intimately inhabit the space 
of the word: an experience that has been described in the following way: 
 
Words–I often imagine this–are little houses, each with its cellar and garret. 
Common-sense lives on the ground floor, always ready to engage in “foreign 
commerce,” on the same level as the others, as the passers-by, who are 
never dreamers. To go upstairs in the word house, is to withdraw, step by 
step; while to go down to the cellar is to dream, it is losing oneself in the 
distant corridors of an obscure etymology, looking for treasures that cannot 
be found in words. To mount and descend in the words themselves–this is a 
poet’s life. To mount too high or descend too low is allowed in the case of 
poets, who bring earth and sky together.27 
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So if a single word can be the germ of a house or a world, then what of a 
sentence or a story, and what of an entire library? When we begin to imagine 
intellectual systems made up of multiple word, sentence, and story structures, 
vast edifices begin to swell in the imagination: vast edifices that exist on the 
other side of the corporeal and temporal world. Indeed, what pleasurable 
feelings of expansion we experience when, seduced by what we read, these 
structures begin to expand as we push them out from within. Murakami, 
through his protagonist, describes this experience in the following way: ‘I’m 
alone inside the world of the story. My favourite feeling in the world’,28 and 
Bachelard would say that during such moments of expansion the dreamer and 
his reverie have entered totally ‘into the substance of his happiness’.29 
This solitary space within which we build habitable story structures is 
the liminal space to which the title of Murakami’s book alludes. The 
protagonist is, after all, positioned, right from the beginning, ‘on the Shore’. 
Perhaps Murakami is referring to the shore-like space that Bachelard describes 
in Earth and Reveries of the Will, a space that exists between an image’s 
psychological reality and its physical reality.30 Similarly, the philosopher and 
phenomenologist Maurice Maurice Merleau-Ponty in his Phenomenology of 
Perception goes some way towards describing how we experience this space 
between the physical and the psychological: 
 
the [physical] brush which presents itself to the senses is merely an envelope 
or a phantom. The true brush, the stiff, prickly entity which is incarnated in 
these appearances, is concentrated in the gaze; it has moved from the 
window, leaving there only its lifeless shell.31 
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What is said here of the physical brush could also be said of the word ‘brush’, 
which itself is merely an envelope that allows for the incarnation of the true 
brush. Between the brush itself and the word ‘brush’ is a border space. It is 
this border space, no doubt, in which Bachelard imagines a chord sounding in 
the soul of the reader,32 the type of word-chord that generates images as it 
descends: images that will become more stable as they surface. Bachelard 
maintains that the human psyche forms itself first and foremost in images,33 
and ascertaining what happens in the silent poetic moment in which images 
emerge takes him directly to the object of his enquiries, which is the insides of 
poems,34 as it is within poems that literary images are born. ‘I believe’, he 
continues, ‘that the pre-eminence of imagination may be discovered through 
the close examination of literary images’.35 This observation, which puts its 
faith in the pre-eminence of the imagination, seems to be pointing to a 
renewal of Romanticism, a renewal which is, in essence, a renewed interest in 
genesis, in becoming. We are given more proof of this in his description of the 
two types of images: perceived images and created images, which seem to 
correspond to Merleau-Ponty’s ‘psychological’ and ‘physical’ realities. For 
Bachelard perceived images and created images constitute two very different 
psychological phenomena: 
 
Creative imagination functions very differently than imagination which relies 
on the reproduction of past perceptions, because it is governed by an 
unreality principle every bit as powerful, psychologically speaking, as that 
reality principle so frequently invoked by psychologists to characterize an 
individual’s adjustment to whatever “reality” enjoys social sanction. It is 
precisely this unreality principle that reinstates the value of solitude, 
ordinary reverie being one of the most elementary aspects of solitude.36 
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Here Bachelard elevates the creative imagination, which is governed by an 
unreality principle, above the formal imagination, which relies solely on the 
reproduction of past perceptions, and this movement, which is guided by the 
phenomenological method, involves a study of poetic images as they are 
originally experienced. What, however, is an appropriate shape for an 
intellectual library which deals in such originally experienced creations? 
There are many habitable structures in the natural world that can help 
us to envision what such a library would look like. In The Poetics of Space 
Bachelard describes the world as ‘the nest of mankind’,37 and in the same 
work he describes nests as refuges, as shelters, and, quite significantly, as 
curved corners. There are dead nests and living nests38 and oneirically fertile 
nests full of eggs which sit snugly in the forks of branches.39 But if we can 
think of the world as the nest of mankind, can we not also think of the library 
as the nest of the human mind? What is a library, after all, if not a nest of 
poetic images waiting to be re-experienced or imagined? Two lines by the 
poet Ivan Goll take our imagination in this direction: 
 
I found a nest in the skeleton of the ivy 
A soft nest of country moss and dream herb.40 
 
In oneiric terms, it makes perfect sense to use dream herb to build soft nests 
of the mind. 
Another natural structure that can help us to envision an intellectual 
library that deals in originally experienced creations is the shell. One writer 
who has dreamed the life of a shell-secreting mollusc is Italo Calvino, and 
deep within his shell building reverie we are informed that the mollusc made 
the shell simply to express itself: ‘while I [the mollusc] was making it [the 
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shell] I had no idea of making it because I needed it; on the contrary, it was 
like when somebody lets out an exclamation he could perfectly well not 
make, and yet he makes it, like a ‘Ha’ or ‘hmph!’, that’s how I made the shell: 
simply to express myself … From the margin of that fleshy cloak on my body, 
using certain glands, I began to give off secretions which took on a curving 
shape all around, until I was covered with a hard and variegated shield, rough 
on the outside and smooth and shiny inside. … Once it existed, this shell was 
also a necessary and indispensable place to stay inside of, a defence for my 
survival’.41 
The mollusc’s act of exuding its shell can be used metaphorically to 
represent an experience of language which allows one to build intellectual 
spaces within which the mind feels safe enough to dream freely. This concept 
of building habitable spaces through words is represented and alluded to 
throughout The Library of the Seven Selves. In chapter X for example, Homer 
says that the poet’s words bled through him,42  and the lines by the poet 
Vincent Monteiro, which open chapter V, also point in this direction: ‘We 
build within ourselves stone / On stone a vast haunted castle’.43 In addition, 
Anselm’s day time exploration of the Astorian Public Library and his night 
time exploration of the tower of Babel are designed to create the impression 
that both his conscious and his unconscious minds are busy exploring and 
creating a suitable abode for his thoughts. 
Similar observations have been made about nests. According to Jules 
Michelet, the nineteenth century French historian and natural scientist, a bird 
is a worker without tools. It has ‘neither the hand of the squirrel, nor the 
teeth of the beaver.’ ‘In reality,’ Michelet writes, ‘a bird’s tool is its own 
body, that is, its breast, with which it presses and tightens its materials until 
they have become absolutely pliant, well-blended and adapted to the general 
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plan’.44 But even though nests are precarious shelters, they do encourage day 
dreams of security. They remind us of home, and as nests are the hiding places 
of winged creatures, they can easily set us to dreaming of homecomings and 
movements towards safe shelter,45 but only to a point. Murakami’s library in 
Kafka on the Shore is a transitory space, and all of the characters have a nomadic 
quality about them; not for a moment are we given the impression that any of 
them are there in the library to stay. Murakami’s library does remain, 
nonetheless, a place in which it is possible to feel at home, and this inhabiting 
of word-homes within the library corresponds to an inhabiting of homes in the 
natural world. In Kafka on the Shore, movements toward the library are 
certainly imbued with a sense of homecoming. When Kafka Tamura needs 
somewhere that is safe and warm, for instance, the only place that comes to 
mind is the library.46 The library is a physical home for Kafka, but it is also an 
intellectual one, and this intellectual library is like a nest or a shell composed 
of intimate dreams within which it is possible to live. Meditating on these 
habitable libraries of the mind, we are reminded of what Bachelard tells us 
books give us: They ‘give our day-dreams’, he writes, ‘countless dwelling 
places. Is there one among us’, he continues, ‘who has not spent romantic 
moments in the tower of a book he has read?’47 
This building of word-homes is referred to in the epigraph introducing 
Chapter V of my novel: ‘We build within ourselves stone / On stone a vast 
haunted castle’,48 and it is picked up again in Chapter XI as Anselm reflects on 
the nature of home: 
  
In Arabic, the word bayt, which is used to signify a house or a tent, is also the 
word used to designate a line of verse. The word’s double meaning points to 
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47  G Bachelard, The poetics of space, op. cit., p. 25. 
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the notion that we inhabit the words we read, that we make word-shelters as 
one erects a tent or builds a house49 
 
The theme is also invoked in Chapter XXIII of the novel during Anselm’s and 
Clara’s walk through the arboretum, which takes them to a place where it 
becomes possible to create the kind of language they need in order to build 
rich and fertile intellectual structures to inhabit: 
 
They breathed deeply: the sky inhaling as they exhaled. Then drifts of snow 
fell and the atmosphere crystallized into dream. They dreamed they were 
swimming together all the way down to a secret source, where the water 
was as deep and still as the hour before dawn. Only down there, they 
thought, would they find the words they wanted, and only with these words 
would they begin to build a home in which to dream, and they hoped it 
would be a home that would always have its windows open, because they 
both wanted a home that was open to the world.50 
 
One manmade dwelling place that embodies aspects of intellectual 
library space is the seventeenth century Khajou Bridge in the city of Isfahan in 
Iran. In utilising Bachelard’s phenomenological method of analysis, however, 
we will concern ourselves not with the bridge’s physicality, but with how it 
has been experienced by the active imagination of the poet — in this case 
Coleman Barks, the American poet and translator of the Persian poet Jalal ad-
Din Rumi. But before Barks shares his impressions of the Khajou Bridge, he 
prefaces his comments with the following words: 
 
I sometimes fall in love with bridges. One lazy spring when I was staying in a 
house in Kanlica, across from Istanbul, it was the Sultan Mehmet Bridge, 
with its Bosphoric procession of boats. The Clifton Suspension Bridge near 
Bristol, England. The lowly San Mateo Bridge across San Francisco Bay, and 
all those others across that body of water. The rickety old Walnut Street 
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Bridge we drove over every morning going to elementary school in 
Chattanooga. I used to imagine places to live in lodged among the girders, or 
especially, not on that bridge but others, in the drawbridge lift operator’s 
room.51 
 
This passage bridges its way toward childhood dreams of inhabiting, and 
inhabiting has been central to this discussion of library space thus far. One 
invented library in particular that seems to mirror the sentiment of Barks’ 
bridge-dwelling reverie appears in Jeanette Winterson’s Art and Lies. In 
Winterson’s re-imagining of the ancient library of Alexandria, the library is a 
vertiginous space in which climbing boys, whose job it is to ascend into the 
dizzy miles of shelves, are eventually racked at various levels around the 
library, so that they can form a human chain, and pass down any volume. 
Accordingly, Winterson writes, the boys built themselves eyries in among the 
books, and were to be seen squatting and scowling at greater and greater 
heights around the library. Soon, we are told, the boys had tunnelled behind 
the huge shelves and thrown up a rookery of strange apartments where beds 
were books and chairs were books and dinner was eaten off books and all the 
stuffings, linings, sealings, floorings, openings and closings, were books.52 
In Winterson’s soaring reverie, the physical library becomes a many-
chambered nest inhabited by vaporous Alexandrian slave-boys. Winterson’s 
library, however, is made somewhat grotesque by the fact that the library’s 
residents are slaves who are unable to benefit from the knowledge which 
surrounds them. Barks’ bridge inhabiting reverie provide a less pessimistic 
impression of the structures he imagines himself lodged in, but his reveries 
only reach their full potential when his dreams of inhabiting are applied, 
through metaphor, to poetry. He does this by using the Khajou Bridge as a 
metaphor for Rumi’s poems: ‘the stanzas of a Rumi ghazal (ode)’, he writes, 
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‘have the brio and living dynamic of the sluices and alcoves of the Khajou 
Bridge … they provide spaces where conversation can flourish, and [they 
provide] silence, the deep silence we remember near water.’ Barks then 
writes that he ‘was impressed by the depth of solitude in those who were 
sitting on the steps looking downstream’, and further on he states that ‘the 
ghazals of Rumi and the Khajou Bridge are similar expressions of awareness’.53 
Barks is clearly pointing to the possibility of inhabiting the lines of poems. This 
oneiric correspondence is, however, not the only way that the Khajou Bridge 
could be said to resemble an inhabited intellectual structure. 
Blake observed that it is in the brain of man that we live,54 and this 
sentiment is echoed in Arnold Zable’s description of the domed reading room 
of the State Library of Victoria: ‘The Dome and its ascending galleries’, Zable 
writes, ‘seemed like a giant brain vaulting towards the heavens’.55 Barks uses a 
similar comparison to describe the Khajou Bridge, which is a bridge with both 
an upper and a lower level. The bridge’s upper level is lined with small 
arcades, in which, we are told, groups congregate for dinners, poetry 
recitations, philosophical discussions, etc., and its lower level, which sits a 
few feet above the water, is much more intimate and conducive to solitary 
reflection. ‘It is as intricate and as woven as a brain,’ Barks writes, before 
going on to describe the bridge as ‘a halved and opened labyrinth’. ‘The right 
brain’, he maintains, ‘is dominant here, with its artistic sensitivity and wisdom 
flow, but Khajou is also an image of balance, with its upper roadway, very 
practical and left-brain, and its lower level conductive to music and 
meditation, friendship and poetry’.56 At any rate, it is certainly right brain, 
artistically sensitive thinking that is responsible for a legend about the 
construction of the bridge, which holds that the bricks used to build it were 
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made of limestone mixed with egg white, like a cake that has been 
alchemically cooked.57 Barks admits to being unaware of why limestone and 
egg whites were used, but as limestone is a sedimentary rock born of the 
earth, and as egg white is close to the origin of dreams of flight, then perhaps 
it is not too much to say that the bridge, made as it is of dreams of earth and 
air, is not only a bridge from one bank to another, but also a bridge from the 
earth to the sky. We are thus reminded of Bachelard’s words in The Poetics of 
Space: ‘To mount and descend in the words themselves–this is a poet’s life. To 
mount too high or descend too low is allowed in the case of poets, who bring 
earth and sky together’.58 By reading the bridge in this way, it can be seen to 
represent the creative activity of poets and of those who read their work. 
As well as having been invested with the oneiric power of the earth and 
the air in its materiality, the Khajou Bridge also offers us, as libraries do, an 
invitation to be silent, all the better to allow us to join the poets in their mad 
ascents and descents. In fact, there is something of an ode to silence in Barks’ 
description of the Khajou quarter and the Khajou Bridge. He describes the 
Khajou quarter, on the north bank of the river, as ‘a honeycomb of secret 
places, many of them out in the open, but perfectly suited for any transaction 
with beauty. … It is an encouragement for those sojourning through to rest a 
while and deepen’.59 And on the edge of this quarter of secret places, the 
Khaju Bridge stands like ‘a human-made shoal that people are drawn to, to 
enjoy the seasonal motion, to sit quietly in time’.60 The words Barks uses to 
describe a man-made structure speak eloquently of the experience of 
intimately inhabiting. A human-made shoal full of places to sit quietly in time 
and within which it is possible to rest a while and deepen certainly comes 
close to a description of intellectual library space as we have conceived it thus 
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far. In fact, the verbs ‘to deepen’ and ‘to descend’ are at the core of our 
intimate experience of this type of space. We have noted that Kafka Tamura’s 
journey is a journey into the depths, and it is the depths of solitude into which 
people have allowed themselves to fall that impress Barks as he crosses the 
bridge. In fact, to Barks, the Khajou Bridge seems to stand as a symbol of a 
sound mind: a mind that, from time to time, needs ‘to rest a while and 
deepen’.61 All of this deepening begs a consideration of what Merleau-Ponty 
has written about our experience of depth. 
Merleau-Ponty argues that depth is the most existential of all 
dimensions because it announces an indissoluble link between things and self 
by which the self is placed in front of them, whereas breadth can, at first sight, 
pass for a relationship between things themselves, in which the perceiving 
subject is not implied’.62 In this sense, depth is the only dimension in which 
the perceiving subject is indispensable and central, as there can be no depth 
without an embodied subject with the ability to project a gaze, and there can 
never be an embodied gaze without some sort of intention. ‘Depth is born 
beneath my gaze’, Merleau-Ponty writes, ‘because the latter tries to see 
something’,63 and he describes this intention-loaded gaze as ‘a sort of 
knowledge machine’ which organises what we perceive and which is guided by 
a ‘perceptual genius underlying the thinking subject’.64 This perceptual genius 
at work in our visual field, tending always towards the most determinant 
form65 operates in the dimension of depth: ‘the dimension in which things or 
elements of things envelope each other’, as opposed to breadth and height in 
which they are juxtaposed.66 The dimension of depth brings the body’s genius 
back into our understanding of space by making the body the subject and 
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origin of space, while forcing us to rediscover the primordial experience from 
which it springs.67 
But in as much as there can be a double reality of the image, can there 
not also be a double reality of depth? We certainly sense, at any rate, that 
Bachelard and Barks would both attempt to steer us away from a purely 
external perception of depth and toward a perception of depth which reaches 
from the external through to the internal: to an inner depth in which ‘things 
or elements of things envelope each other’;68 to an inner depth which, like its 
external counterpart, longs for synthesis, and which speaks of the genius 
within us that seeks meaningful shapes and forms, not only in space, but in the 
whole unruly mosaic of experienced sensations, descriptions, narratives and 
ideas; to a depth which remains a core of disorder seeking order. Reaching 
such a depth involves, we must assume, some kind of descent. Barks posits 
that the Khajou Bridge might be a kind of ‘descent’.69 Alternately, a library 
might act as a site from which we descend. Indeed, at the end of Barks’ 
reflective contemplation of the Khajou Bridge, he unites the bridge and the 
library with a single image. After reminding us that Rumi ‘has long been felt 
to be a bridge, a place for cultures and religions especially to merge and enjoy 
each other’, Barks recalls that ‘During his [Rumi’s] ride with his family down 
the Silk Road ahead of the Mongol armies, from Balkh in central Asia to 
Iconium (Konya, Turkey), he accumulated a rich baggage of Taoist, Buddhist, 
and Zoastrian images, along with stories from India, to add to those from his 
Islamic texts. It is said’, Barks continues, ‘that ninety camels were needed just 
to carry Bahauddin’s (Rumi’s father’s) books. There is a caravan bridge to 
contemplate’,70 he concludes. This caravan/bridge/library, with its rich 
baggage of literary images, comes close to being an ideal metaphor for a 
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library of the mind. What it lacks, however, and what the reading experience 
can invest it with, is depth. To understand the space of the reading 
experience, a space which the physical library serves, we would certainly do 
well to try to see it through the lens of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological 
observations about the nature of depth. 
Merleau-Ponty observes that at certain depths ‘things or elements of 
things envelope each other’;71 in other words, they merge, and in doing so 
they introduce new conjunctions. My reflections on Merleau-Ponty’s analysis 
of depth-induced conjunction are explored in a number of passages in The 
Library of the Seven Selves. There is, for instance, the merging of identities 
which occurs in the realm of the mother tongues, which is the lowest and 
most distant level of the geniza. Only at this depth is Anselm able to see the 
conjunctions Matsuo Basho was trying to articulate: 
 
The aging master completes and is completed by his young companion, and 
the same is true of the virgin’s beauty and the beauty of the concubines, 
while both pairs together form a dynamic whole.72 
 
And for this reason it is only in this place that he begins to see Clara as a 
temporally complex companion, made up of multiple and sometimes 
conflicting elements: 
 
Only as Anselm experienced this aspect of Basho’s journey did Clara 
suddenly appear to him in the realm of the mother tongues, first as a 
daughter, then as a lover, and finally as the mother of a child, and as Anselm 
descended, these three entities combined; Clara was Hecate, the three-faced 
goddess of gates and doors, and Anselm wondered what otherworldly depths 
this goddess was about unseal.73 
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This distance induced blending of boundaries continues shortly after this, 
when the identity of Anubis becomes one with the man who guided Basho 
through Japan’s northern mountains to the province of Dewa: 
  
Anubis in his tub appeared from behind a veil of vapour. But was it Anubis? 
Anselm was suddenly confused. It looked like Anubis, but it was somehow 
also the guide of tremendous physique who accompanied Basho on the most 
perilous leg of his journey through the deep north.74 
 
A similar trope is worked into Edward’s description of The Library of Echoes 
in chapter XXIII. Upon the site of this ruined library words shouted into the 
blue distance begin to echo, and if you listen long enough all the echoes begin 
to whisper amongst themselves. The concept is taken in a slightly different 
direction in chapter I, where it speaks of a place where things ‘get deformed 
and then forgotten’.75 
These sections were written with one of Franz Kafka’s short stories in 
mind: a story which provides us with a reverie of depth and descent which, in 
its labyrinthine, round-cornered intimacy, succeeds in creating a sense of 
homecoming for us in our search for forms that can be employed as metaphors 
for intellectual library space. In the story entitled ‘The Burrow’ we find an 
incredibly detailed and sensitively rendered description of what it means to 
call a complex structure home. The narrator of ‘The Burrow’ is a small animal 
who, over the course of the narrative, describes the home that it has been 
building for much of its life. It is a home composed, we are told, of 
passageways along which, every hundred yards or so, little round cells have 
been hollowed out, and in the very centre of which lies a chief cell, which is 
referred to as the Castle Keep.76 When the burrow was just beginning, the 
narrator of the story informs us, he was ‘nothing more than a humble 
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apprentice’ and ‘the labyrinth was only sketched out in rough outline’, and 
‘everything was so tentative that it could only be regarded as an experiment’, 
but by slow degrees the burrow expands, and when, towards the end of the 
animal’s life, the burrow is completed, it is described as a ‘great vulnerable 
edifice’.77 As is often the case with Kafka, however, early on we begin to 
assume that in writing about a burrow, he is referring to much more than a 
burrow, and, indeed, as his description proceeds, we begin to apprehend a 
structure that resembles a branching intellectual growth: an intellectual 
growth, furthermore, that is intimately experienced precisely because it is 
inhabited. In fact, Kafka’s burrow is, if nothing else, a masterfully rendered 
dream of inhabiting, and in its lines we find repeated many of the themes that 
we have encountered on our way towards a more complete understanding of 
intellectual library space. 
Kafka’s narrator informs us, for instance, that although the small cells 
that line the passageways of his burrow are very nearly identical, he is, 
nonetheless, able to clearly distinguish one from the other with his eyes shut 
by the mere feel of the wall: ‘they enclose me’, he says, ‘more peacefully and 
warmly than a bird is enclosed in a nest’.78 And in this warm, peaceful, nest-
like burrow, a process of ordering and reordering is constantly underway. The 
stores kept in the burrow’s central chamber are endlessly divided, and only 
after precise calculations have been made and careful plans have been laid are 
these stores carried to other cells, and in this activity it is easy to make out a 
system of mass intellectual organisation: a system not without moments of 
intellectual crisis. Occasionally it dawns on the narrator that ‘the present 
distribution of his stores is completely and totally wrong, might lead to great 
dangers, and must be set right at once, and at these times everything is thrown 
into disarray’, at other times, it seems best to keep all the stores in the Castle 
                                               
77 ibid., p. 499. 
78 ibid., p. 483. 
61 
 
Keep.79 This perpetual reorganisation certainly corresponds to the following 
passage from Murakami’s Kafka on the Shore: 
 
Every one of us is losing something precious to us … Lost opportunities, 
lost possibilities, feelings we can never get back again. That’s part of what it 
means to be alive. But inside our heads – at least that’s where I imagine it – 
there’s a little room where we store those memories. A room like the stacks 
in this library. And to understand the workings of our own heart we have to 
keep on making new reference cards. We have to dust things off every once 
in a while, let in fresh air, change the water in the flower vases. In other 
words, you’ll live forever in your own private library.80 
 
What better way is there of saying that we inhabit our thoughts, and that to 
understand and protect ourselves requires many and constant adjustments? 
Another aspect of the burrow that we have found in both the bridge 
and the library, and which Kafka draws our attention to, is its stillness and its 
silence. ‘But the most beautiful thing about my burrow’, Kafka’s narrator 
informs us ‘is the stillness’,81 and he describes the entrance to the 
passageways, which lead off the Castle Keep, as ‘still and empty, [and] ready 
by their various routes to conduct me to all the other rooms, which are also 
still and empty’.82 At the best of times the passageways are filled with a 
‘silence which flows’, and we are informed that sometimes ‘it is as if the 
fountains from which flows the silence of the burrow were unsealed.’ This is a 
silence in which ‘all life is transfigured’.83 It is a silence which ‘can flood one 
with peace if one only remains quite open and receptive to it’.84 At one point, 
Kafka’s narrator states quite emphatically that he must have silence in his 
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passage.85 Then, inevitably and importantly, we are confronted with the fact 
that the narrator of the story, the one-time apprentice who is now the master 
architect of the burrow, judges himself to be inextricably united with his 
abode, and Kafka provides several reasons as to why the subject of the story 
would feel this way, not least of which is the fact that so much physical and 
intellectual effort has gone into its construction. There are the passageways 
and smaller cells of the burrow which, we are told, ‘are the outcome of 
intense intellectual labor’, and then there is the central chamber which was 
‘fashioned by the most arduous labor of the body, which involved hammering 
and pounding the loose and sandy soil into a firm state to serve as a wall for 
the beautifully vaulted chamber’.86 At one point, Kafka’s narrator states that ‘I 
and the burrow belong ‘indissolubly together’,87 and a little later he states that 
‘any wound to his burrow hurts him as if he himself were hit’.88 
Kafka’s story is about an animal burrowing, but at a deeper level it is 
about a human burrowing an intellectual home of the mind. ‘To experience a 
structure’, Merleau-Ponty writes, ‘is not to receive it into oneself passively: it 
is to live it, to take it up, assume it and discover its immanent significance’,89 
and, in this sense, Kafka’s animal could certainly be said to have experienced 
its burrow. 
So we can say that the burrow’s branching growth, in conjunction with 
the animal’s constant rearranging, and its constant and regular descents into 
the Castle Keep, which, it should be noted, lies at ‘unusual depth’,90 its need 
for stillness and silence, and the intellectual and physical labour that has gone 
into the burrow’s construction, and, furthermore, the presence of an intimacy 
within which the entity inhabiting and the space being inhabited are one: all of 
                                               
85 ibid., p. 486. 
86 ibid., p. 470. 
87 ibid., p. 483. 
88 ibid., p. 499. 
89 M Merleau-Ponty, op. cit., p. 301. 
90 F Kafka, op. cit., p. 488. 
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these things can be seen to represent the necessary aspects of an intellectual 
library in which descents into pure depth, where the origin of language lies, 
are made possible. And what are these descents if not, to use Derrida’s words, 
a ‘returning to the things themselves’.91 What are they if not ways to open a 
‘space of description’? 92 
Our exploration of poetic images of intimately inhabited spaces that 
correspond to the experience of intimately inhabiting intellectual library space 
has taken us from an exploration of the shell to an exploration of the nest and 
the bridge and finally the burrow — all structures that can help us conceive of 
a psychically authentic and intimately experienced intellectual library which 
can potentially serve as a shell/nest/bridge/burrow/library-home within 
which the embodied ‘I’ can reside. Such an intellectual home has ‘the curious 
property of being in relation with all other sites’,93 and is, furthermore, able 
to bring earth and sky together. Without the descent of the reading and 
writing experience, however, such library homes lack ‘depth’: the kind of 
depth that Bachelard seemed to understand only too well: ‘in human 
daydreams everything remote intermingles’,94 he writes. It is this ‘deep’ and 
‘remote’ intermingling, this deep and remote becoming, this deep and remote 
genesis, if you like, that makes the expansion of the intellectual library 
possible. This deep and remote activity at the root of the reading and writing 
experience, within which words are found to describe, ‘the uniqueness of 
inner disturbance’, 95 is, most certainly, a true origin of language. 
Agrippa once wrote that ‘imagination is a better interpreter of the 
world than reason’,96 and perhaps Heidegger had such a sentiment in mind 
                                               
91 J Derrida, op. cit., p. 194. 
92 ibid., p. 196. 
93 M Foucault, ‘Of other spaces’, FOUCAULT.INFO 1998,
 <http://foucault.info/documents/heteroTopia/foucault.heteroTopia.en.html> viewed 5 
 October 2009. 
94 G Bachelard, The poetics of space, op. cit., p. 120. 
95 ibid., p. 220. 
96 G Bachelard, Poetics of reverie, op. cit., p. 151. 
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when he chose to fall back on the words of a poet in his attempts to articulate 
for his readers the nature of language’s remote source. The poem that 
performs this task for Heidegger describes a transcendental landscape, in 
which a goddess of words inhabits a twilight world. From a dark place without 
names the poet approaches with what he has found, and the goddess draws 
names from her well to bring these nameless things to life, because it is only 
with a name that the poet can truly own what he has found.97 Language, 
Heidegger writes, belongs within the domain of this mysterious landscape in 
which poetic saying borders on the fateful source of speech. This origin of 
language, this place of genesis, where, as Bachelard puts it, ‘the poet’s soul 
discovers the opening of consciousness common to all true poetry’,98 is a 
living space, a living depth, that finds corresponding spaces in the depths of 
the physical world: in the depths of oceans, in the depths of the earth, and in 
the less fathomable depths of space. There are also, however, manmade 
depths which attempt to mirror the living depths where language has its root. 
The interiors of Aztec temples as described by Bernal Diaz in 1519, for 
instance, seem to be, in a perverse way, reaching toward a kind of interior 
depth: ‘all the walls of that shrine were so splashed and caked with blood [the 
blood of sacrificial victims, that is] that they [the walls] and the floor too were 
black’,99 Diaz writes. And this layered organic depth reminds us of the massive 
canvasses that Rothko produced in his final years, which have been described 
as rectangles that ‘pull us into a dark, choking, grave-like space’.100 Perhaps 
we could even see in the Jewish narrative associated with the Passover, in 
which the blood of a spring lamb was daubed on the doorposts of houses for 
                                               
97 M Heidegger quoting Stefan George in On the way to language, trs. P Hertz,  
 HarperSanFrancisco, New York, 1982, p. 60. 
98 G Bachelard, The poetics of reverie, op. cit., p. 5. 
99 R Tannahill, Flesh & blood: a history of the cannibal complex, Hamish Hamilton, London, 1975, p. 87. 
100 J Elkins, Pictures and tears: a history of people who have cried in front of paintings, 
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protection, an unconscious attempt to invest physical abodes with a kind of 
living depth. 
Such manmade constructions seem to invite us to share in an inner 
depth of mankind, either through real or associated violence or death. The 
means used to extend this invitation, however, must certainly strike us as 
misplaced, and, in the case of the Aztecs, perverse. But it is precisely this 
sense of living depth that we seek in our experience of library space. Only a 
poverty of authentic depth, however, would cause us to attempt to create this 
through physical means, that is, with physical violence and bloodletting with a 
view to making what is transcendentally internal physically external. What is 
called for, however, is the type of experience with language that Heidegger 
urges us to undergo by entering into language and submitting to it,101 and this 
type of experience flows from a genesis in ‘lived’ depth.102 ‘If it is true’,    
Heidegger writes, ‘that man finds the proper abode of his existence in 
language … then an experience we undergo with language will touch the 
innermost nexus of our existence’.103 Close reading of the work of William 
Blake would lead us to believe that Blake arrived at similar conclusions almost 
two centuries before Heidegger. According to the Blake scholar S. Foster 
Damon, ‘LOS is Poetry, the expression in this world of the Creative 
Imagination. He is the manifestation in time and space of Urthona, the deepest 
Zoa, who is the centre of each Individual’.104 
It is difficult to speak with complete certainty when it comes to terms 
like ‘the innermost core of our being’, ‘the centre of each Individual’ and 
what has been described elsewhere as man’s ‘controlless core’.105 What we 
can be certain of, however, is that for Blake the core of man is where man is 
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104 SF Damon, A Blake dictionary: the ideas and symbols of William Blake, Brown 
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most creative, and man is, as Bachelard has observed, an imagining being in 
whose reveries he alone is sovereign.106 The physical library presumes the 
existence of an intellectual library where this creative function in man can be 
given free reign. This intellectual library, as has been shown, resembles 
habitable structures in the physical world. The physical library is therefore an 
in-between space that allows for the storage and consumption of dead words: 
dead words that the human imagination must resurrect, because only when 
words have been revived by man’s deeply rooted imagination do they begin to 
breathe, and only when they breathe do they start to tell the truth. 
In The Library of the Seven Selves, the notion of language being something 
that lives and breathes is most powerfully represented in the image of 
Homer’s manuscript book, the vellum pages of which have been torn apart 
and sewn into a sail, which he uses to propel a small craft across the sea.107 In 
addition, there are various passages that describe the atmosphere within which 
language emerges and begins to ‘breathe’. In chapter III, for example, the 
atmosphere of the reading experience is described in the following way: 
 
The past was like liquid, he observed, and it flowed into everything he read. 
A few well-chosen words were enough to immerse him in a timeless flow, in 
a weightlessness that he associated with being under water. In the viscous 
and luminous atmosphere reading opened for him, he felt liberated from the 
forces that kept others attached to the ground.108 
 
And in chapter XIV, as Anselm falls into the geniza, the atmosphere that 
enfolds him is described: ‘He expected a fatal descent, but he fell into a 
viscous realm. It was the same atmosphere that preserves memory and into 
which we descend when dreaming.’109 And a purer manifestation of this 
atmosphere is described in chapter XXIII: 
                                               
106 G Bachelard, The poetics of reverie, op. cit., pp. 80-81. 
107 See Part One, p. 117. 
108 See Part One, p. 27. 
109 See Part One, p. 167. 
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They breathed deeply: the sky inhaling as they exhaled. Then drifts of snow 
fell and the atmosphere crystallized into dream. They dreamed they were 
swimming together all the way down to a secret source, where the water 
was as deep and still the hour before dawn. Only down there, they thought, 
would they find the words they wanted, and only with these words would 
they begin to build a home in which to dream110 
 
The following chapter will consider the representation of intellectual 
spaces that are not personal and intimate but communal and public. 
 
                                               
110 See Part One, p. 276. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE 
IDENTIFYING ARCHETYPES AND RESULTANT CULTURAL 
FORMATIONS 
 
As we observed in Chapter One, Archibald MacLeish speaks of both a physical 
book and an intellectual book, and he describes the intellectual book as ‘a 
structure in the imagination’.1 So if it is possible to speak of a physical book 
and an intellectual book, then we could say that it is equally possible to speak 
of a physical library and an intellectual library, and if the intellectual book is a 
structure in the imagination, then the intellectual library must be something of 
an imaginary superstructure reflecting the political, social and cultural 
infrastructure of the society that brought it into being. 
So what can be said of this imaginary superstructure? What are its 
dimensions? What is its history? Of what is it composed? Who is responsible 
for its development? Have artists, writers and thinkers tried to represent it, 
and if they have, then from where have they drawn their inspiration? Through 
an analysis of a selection of artistic representations and a consideration of the 
later works of French philosopher Gaston Bachelard, the poetic works of 
William Blake and several works by other writers this chapter will answer the 
                                               
1  A MacLeish, Champion of a cause: essays and addresses on librarianship, in N Basbanes, Patience & 
 fortitude, Perennial, New York, 2003, p. 6. 
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fourth and fifth subsidiary research questions: iv) How have men and women 
across time imagined poetically and visually the architecture of a library both 
from the outside and the inside? How might a shell be conceived from the 
inside and from the perspective of the onlooker? v) How does the imagination 
work in relation to the senses? What might I discover by comparing the 
philosophy of poetics of Gaston Bachelard (1879-1960) with that of William 
Blake (1788-1850)? To begin answering these questions, I am going to look 
into what has become something of an iconic library image. 
Jorge Luis Borges, the Argentine author of ‘The Library of Babel’, a 
short story which describes what has become one of the most famous imagined 
libraries in literature, wrote somewhere that certain images seem to go 
naturally together in the imagination, and the image of the labyrinth, for 
example, would not be complete without the image of a minotaur to inhabit 
it. I would like to propose another imaginative marriage of images: one that 
has been particularly fertile in this information age. I am speaking of the 
marriage of the tower of Babel with the idea of a universal library containing 
all knowledge.2 
To trace the history of this union, we will need to return to the 16th 
century to revisit a fresco which stands in the Vatican Library and which was 
executed between 1585-90 under the direction of Giovanni Guerra and 
Cesare Nebbia.3 In Bibliotheca Babylonica the interior of the library of Babylon 
is in the foreground. In the background, standing clearly separate and at a 
distance, is the familiar conical shape of the tower of Babel. Over the 
centuries, however, the library and the tower have been drawing ever closer 
together. 
 
                                               
2 This marriage of concepts has been picked up by Pr Ken Hillis from the University of North 
 Carolina who has cited my research in his book Google and the culture of search to be published by 
 Routledge in 2011.  
3  A Gauvin, Between Renaissance and Baroque: Jesuit art in Rome, 1565-1610, University 
 of Toronto Press, Toronto, 2003, p. 30. 
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1. Giovanni Guerra and Cesare Nebbia, Bibliotheca Babylonica, 1585-90 
 
In the 16th century, the tower of Babel was a popular biblical motif, 
and one artist whose use of it was particularly controversial was Pieter 
Bruegel. In Bruegel’s version of the tower, however, the setting is no longer 
ancient Babylon; Bruegel’s tower stands in Antwerp, which at the time was 
the new mercantile capital of the Europe. 
 
 
2. Pieter Bruegel, The Tower of Babel, c. 1563 
 
Bruegel produced several paintings of the tower of Babel. Two have 
survived. The first is bright and optimistic, and the second, which appears to 
be at a more advanced stage of construction, is darker and more foreboding. 
 
 
 
3. Pieter Bruegel, The “Little Tower of Babel, c. 1563 
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Almost four centuries later, in 1941, Jorge Luis Borges would publish 
a short story called ‘The Library of Babel’. However, Borges’s library, being 
infinite, does not resemble the biblical tower, or any artist’s depictions of it. 
But in the 1990s a Parisian etcher would finally marry the idea of a conical 
tower with the concept of a vast library. Eric Desmazières’ Piranesian 
etchings, inspired by Borges’s ‘Library of Babel’, clearly borrow from earlier 
images of the tower of Babel. 
 
 
4. Erik Desmazières, La Tour de Babel ou l’entrée de la Bibliothèque, 2000 
 
Perhaps it was inevitable that one day this marriage of the library to the tower 
would appeal to an adventurous architect, and a similar structure would find 
itself built and functioning as a library. The Moshe Safdie designed Vancouver 
Public Library, which was completed in 1995, certainly comes very close to 
being that library. 
 
           
5. The Moshe Safdie Hypermedia Archive, Model of the Vancouver Public Library, 1995 
6. The Moshe Safdie Hypermedia Archive, The Vancouver Public Library, 1995 
 
Perhaps, at this stage, all we can deduce from these examples of 
literary, artistic and architectural activity is that the concept of a common 
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universal language has given way, over time, to the concept of a universal 
library containing all knowledge. Foucault, in fact, in his essay ‘Of Other 
Spaces’, writes about a shift towards an interest in building up a universal 
archive: 
 
Museums and libraries have become heterotopias in which time never 
stops building up and topping its own summit, whereas in the 
seventeenth century, even at the end of the century, museums and 
libraries were the expression of an individual choice. By contrast, the 
idea of accumulating everything, of establishing a sort of general 
archive, the will to enclose in one place all times, all epochs, all forms, 
all tastes, the idea of constituting a place of all times that is itself 
outside of time and inaccessible to its ravages, the project of organizing 
in this way a sort of perpetual and indefinite accumulation of time in an 
immobile place, this whole idea belongs to our modernity. The 
museum and the library are heterotopias that are proper to western 
culture of the nineteenth century.4 
 
It is tempting to associate the type of universal archive Foucault describes here 
with conical representations of the tower of Babel, but it is an association that 
does not come without certain forebodings. Take, for instance, this 
contemporary representation of the conical tower, which links the image and 
the story of the tower of Babel to the events of September 11 2001. 
 
 
7. Geoff La Gerche, Tower of Babel, 2005 
 
                                               
4 M Foucault, ‘Of other spaces’, FOUCAULT.INFO 1998, viewed 5 October 2009,
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Putting apocalyptic images aside, however, I must concede that there is 
something in these conical towers that succeeds in animating the receptive 
imagination, something that takes the imagination in an altogether different 
and surprising direction. Perhaps this is because these towers resemble the 
elegant form of the spiralling shell. In our discussion of inhabiting in Chapter 
Two, we noted, through Bachelard, that molluscs exude the shells they live in 
by letting the liquefied building material seep through them, and through 
Calvino we were encouraged to imagine this exuded construction as a form of 
self-expression. Bachelard’s phenomenological contemplation of the inhabited 
shell is of interest to us here because he uses it to explore human dreams of 
inhabiting, and I am going to suggest that the dreams he evokes are dreams of 
inhabiting intellectual space. As part of his phenomenological investigation of 
intimate space, Bachelard uses the works of poets and writers to recapture 
‘the original amazement of a naïve observer’5 of shells, and by naive observer 
he means someone who eschews critical analysis in favour of imaginative 
engagement. One of the first poets Bachelard calls upon in his 
phenomenological contemplation of shells is Paul Valéry, in whose essay ‘Les 
coquillages’ the following passage appears: 
 
A crystal, a flower or a shell stands out from the usual disorder that 
characterizes most perceptible things. They are privileged forms that are 
more intelligible for the eye, even though more mysterious for the mind6 
 
Shells are, indeed, privileged forms, and in contemplating them it 
occurs to Valéry that ‘a shell carved by a man would be obtained from the 
outside, through a series of enumerable acts that would bear the mark of 
touched-up beauty; whereas “the mollusk exudes its shell” … , it lets the 
                                               
5  ibid. 
6  G Bachelard quoting P Valery in The poetics of space, trs. M Jolas, Beacon Press, Boston, 1969, 
 p. 106. 
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building material “seep through”’7 it. It is not difficult to apply these 
observations of Valéry’s to intellectual library space. The physical library 
might be ‘obtained from the outside, through a series of innumerable acts’, 
but the imagined intellectual material, of which the intellectual library is 
composed, is interior and could be said to seep through us until it is 
eventually, shall we say, exuded in the form of an texts, images and other 
creative acts that have been experienced and that we can inhabit. 
In addition to this contemplation of shell production, it doesn’t escape 
Bachelard that after having been produced, the shell’s form encourages man to 
dream of security and repose. Because what is a shell if not a perfectly formed 
and completely natural dwelling place? It is a house, and as Bachelard writes 
elsewhere: ‘If I were asked to name the chief benefit of the house, I should 
say: the house shelters daydreaming, the house protects the dreamer, the 
house allows one to dream in peace.’8 In as much as this can be said of the 
physical library, it can equally, and perhaps even more accurately, in a 
phenomenological sense, be said of the intellectual library, because in a very 
real way we do inhabit our thoughts, our reveries and our dreams. The 
following lines by the poet Vincent Monteiro conjure an image which 
resembles an intellectual library. He writes: 
 
We build within ourselves stone 
On stone a vast haunted castle9 
 
Like shells, physical and intellectual libraries are refuges ‘in which life is 
concentrated, prepared and transformed’10 As Bachelard writes: 
 
A creature that hides and “withdraws into its shell,” is preparing a “way out.” 
… If we remain at the heart of the image under construction, we have the 
                                               
7  G Bachelard, The poetics of space, op. cit., p. 106. 
8  ibid., p. 6. 
9  G Bachelard quoting V Monteiro in The poetics of space, op. cit., p. 50. 
10  G Bachelard, The poetics of space, op. cit., p. 120. 
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impression that, by staying in the motionlessness of the shell, the creature is 
preparing temporal explosions, not to say whirlwinds, of being.11  
 
Spiral shells are something that the human imagination has been working with 
for millennia, and these conical libraries are the result of artists and writers 
dreaming; the dreams of nature, moreover, have been informing the dreams 
of man. It would certainly be possible to see in conical representations of 
libraries quiet spaces within which ‘whirlwinds of being’ and ‘temporal 
explosions can be prepared’, were it not for the fact that a disturbing 
inversion has taken place in them. Is it possible that in giving these libraries a 
conical shape the human imagination is trying to say something about the type 
of container that humanity is creating for its thoughts? The spiralling conical 
tower is disturbing because its construction is proceeding in an unnatural 
direction; molluscs build their abodes from the inside towards the outside, but 
the conical towers of Guerra and Nebbia, Bruegel, Desmazières, Safdie and La 
Gerche are all being built from a wide base up to a point that can never be 
reached. These towers seek an abstract unity, but there is something unnatural 
and inhuman in their upward thrust. 
A number of these shell-shaped towers appear in The Library of the 
Seven Selves. In chapter IV Anselm finds one in the Astorian Public Library 
which resembles Pieter Bruegel the Elder’s depiction of the tower,12 and in 
chapter XVII he finds another in the distant recesses of the geniza that 
resembles the Pharos as imagined my Martin Heemskerck,13 which leads him 
to wonder what message these conical tower were meant to convey. In 
addition, Gustave Dore’s ‘Tower of Babel’ appears in chapter IX beside two 
engravings by William Blake which provide different interpretations of 
spiralling ascent.14 Then in chapter XX an image of Kircher’s ‘Tower of Babel’ 
                                               
11  ibid., p. 111. 
12 See Part One, p. 39. 
13 See Part One, p. 200. 
14 See Part One, p. 104. 
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appears.15 These images challenge the reader to question what kind of 
intellectual structures we should be building for our thoughts. Symbolically, 
these towers appear to be aspiring to an abstract unity. 
Perhaps it was this same unity that Nietzsche was raging against when, 
in Twilight of the Idols, he wrote that the senses ‘do not lie … What we make of 
their testimony, that alone introduces lies; for example, the lie of unity, the 
lie of thinghood, of substance, of permanence. “Reason” is the cause of our 
falsification of the testimony of our senses.’16 This mistrust of unity, 
thinghood, substance and permanence is echoed in The Gay Science where he 
writes about errors of the intellect: 
 
Over immense periods of time the intellect produced nothing but errors... 
Such erroneous articles of faith, which were continually inherited, until they 
became almost part of the basic endowment of the species, include the 
following: that there are enduring things; that there are equal things; that 
there are things, substances, bodies; that a thing is what it appears to be; that 
our will is free; that what is good for me is also good in itself.17 
 
The concept of unity, which for Nietzsche was a lie and an error of the 
intellect, is a concept that has been viewed differently across time. The unity 
that the biblical story of the tower of Babel refers to was a unity of language 
and purpose: ‘AND the whole earth was of one language, and of one 
speech’,18 and this uniformity leads to a pride so great that the society 
collapses. 
This unity resembles, in some respects, the unity identified by the 
French sociologist Jean Baudrillard, who, in an essay entitled ‘The final 
solution: cloning beyond the human and inhuman’, writes of the human race 
                                               
15 See Part One, p. 237. 
16  F Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols in The Portable Nietzsche, trs. W Kaufmann, Penguin 
 Books, New York, 1976, p. 480. 
17 F Nietzsche, The Gay Science, in The Nietzsche Reader, ed. K Pearson and D Large, Blackwell 
 Publishing, Malden MA, 2006, p. 220. 
18 The Holy Bible: containing the old and new testaments in the King James version, Thomas Nelson  
 Publishers, Nashville, 1984, Genesis 11:1. 
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as being unable ‘to brave its own diversity, its own complexity, its own 
radical difference’.19 This inability he links to a vast artificial human 
enterprise: 
 
a project to reconstruct a homogeneous and uniformly consistent universe–
an artificial continuum this time–that unfolds within a technological and 
mechanical medium, extending over our vast information network, where 
we are in the process of building a perfect clone, an identical copy of our 
world, a virtual artefact that opens up the prospect of endless 
reproduction.20 
 
Baudrillard goes on to write that the prospect of endless reproduction calls to 
mind the endless reproduction of cancerous cells, thus intimately linking 
endless reproduction with imminent death. After interrogating the notion of 
cloning man genetically and cloning the world technologically, he writes that 
he fears a loss of both the human and the inhuman. ‘The specificity of the 
inhuman’, he writes, ‘– and that within human beings that is inhuman – is 
being threatened by the hegemony of the human, according to its definition as 
thoroughly modern, thoroughly rational, and thoroughly Western in 
character. The impulse to annex nature, animals, other races and cultures – to 
put them universally under jurisdiction – is in effect everywhere. Everything 
is assigned a place within an evolutionist and hegemonic anthropology, in a 
veritable triumph of uniform thought, of what Baudrillard terms 
‘monothought’.21 
In this annexation of what is deemed to be inhuman and this erection of 
a vast ‘modern’, ‘rational’, ‘Western’, ‘universal’ and ‘democratic’ structure 
it is easy for our thoughts to return to the image of a conical library tower: a 
form that embodies a thrust towards unity, not unlike the one encountered in 
                                               
19  J Baudrillard, The Vital Illusion, Columbia University Press, New York, 2000, p. 15. 
20  ibid., p. 8. 
21  ibid., pp. 23-24. 
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the Babel myth. We have already noted that the spiralling shell of the mollusc 
spirals outward in order to accommodate the soft, growing life form of which 
it is a part, but the conical tower is winding its way by slow degrees towards a 
point. What the conical library tower is asking its intellectual inhabitant to do 
is to spiral back up inside itself and to ignore that fact that it may have grown, 
a request as rational as asking an oak tree to crawl back into its acorn. This lie 
of unity begins by annexing, under the guise of being rational, all the while 
asking us to perform irrational intellectual manoeuvres in order to cultivate 
mono-thought, endless replication and ultimately death. Baudrillard is saying 
that anything that has a hypothesis based on this type of unity has within it the 
seed of its own inevitable destruction. Once you impose a pattern, he seems 
to be saying, you introduce an error of knowledge. 
 
BLAKE AND BACHELARD: THE POWER OF THE IMAGINATION 
 
So, confronted with the error of knowledge that the conical tower suggests to 
the receptive imagination, how should we proceed? Are there thinkers who 
can teach humanity how ‘to brave its own diversity, its own complexity, its 
own radical difference’,22 and will doing so lead to the construction of more 
habitable and less irrational intellectual structures for ourselves? The poetic 
works of the English engraver and poet William Blake and the 
phenomenological studies of the French philosopher Gaston Bachelard can 
help us to imagine intellectual libraries beyond the misguided thrust towards 
unification, as both outline visions of open and expanding intellectual 
structures within which imagination is encouraged to play a part. In Gaston 
Bachelard’s monumental study of how the imagination works, the intellectual 
life is given weight, texture and substance within an ever expanding 
phenomenological project, and in Blake’s Golgonooza, an imagined city 
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composed of creative acts which appears in his prophetic books, we can also 
see the outline of an open and expanding intellectual structure. 
 
BACHELARD AND OUR PHENOMENAL EXPERIENCE OF ELEMENTS AND SPACE 
 
Bachelard’s phenomenological investigations resemble an expanding 
intellectual library of poetic images, and to describe this intellectual library’s 
growth it is necessary to reveal a little of his background, beginning in 1938, 
when he published a book which represented an unexpected departure from 
the works he had previously produced. Etienne Gilson, a colleague of 
Bachelard, was to describe that turning point in the following way: ‘As a 
young philosopher, Bachelard had devoted his attention to problems raised by 
the nature of scientific knowledge, especially in physics. It was as a specialist 
in the philosophy of science that he first made himself known and established 
his reputation.’ He had, according to Gilson, already written thirteen volumes 
on the subject, and was likely ‘to write a dozen or more books on the same 
subject. But things were not to be that way. Bachelard fired his first warning 
shot when ... he unexpectedly published a book curiously entitled The 
Psychoanalysis of Fire.’ Gilson writes that he distinctly remembers his own 
reaction to it. 
 
What are they going to say? … After appointing a man to teach the 
philosophy of science and seeing him successfully do so for a number of 
years, we don’t like to learn that he has suddenly turned his interest to 
psychoanalysis of the most unorthodox sort, since what then was being 
psychoanalysed was not even people, but an element.23 
 
Another commentator has written that the publication of The Psychoanalysis of 
Fire caused a mild furore in France. ‘His work on fire, however, forged a new 
direction. Eight subsequent volumes by this compelling thinker pursued the 
epistemological question: How does the imagination work?’ Over the years, 
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  G Bachelard, op. cit., p. xii. 
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Bachelard was to publish other books in the same vein: The Psychoanalysis of 
Fire, Water and Dreams, Air and Dreams, Earth and Reveries of Will, Earth and 
Reveries of Repose and The Poetics of Space, among others. 
In terms of the philosophy of science, his studies of the ‘fundamental 
material elements’ which ‘inspired traditional philosophies and ancient 
cosmologies’24 go a long way towards revealing the degree to which the beliefs 
that grounded the origins of science were not based on scientific principles, 
but were, in fact, dreamed; and while this was being revealed a realm of 
man’s creative spirit was finding a new voice. For Bachelard, embarking upon 
this epistemological journey into the imagination would involve employing a 
method of phenomenological reduction, which would mean forgetting his 
learning and breaking with all his habits of philosophical research.25 
Edmund Husserl, who launched his theory of phenomenological 
reduction in 1931, describes it as a process of analysis which involves putting 
aside for a moment the fact that we exist physically in a spatio-temporal fact-
world26 so that, freeing ourselves from theory, it becomes possible to describe 
reality exactly as it is experienced. This attention to phenomena as actually 
experienced appealed to scholars in many branches of learning, and 
Bachelard’s school of phenomenology concerns itself with poetic phenomena, 
in particular the emergence of the poetic image. Bachelard maintains that for 
his enquiries into poetic images ‘Only phenomenology – that is to say, 
consideration of the onset of the image in an individual consciousness – can 
help us to restore the subjectivity of images and to measure their fullness, 
their strength and their transsubjectivity’.27 Elsewhere he writes that the 
phenomenological method allows one to ‘give a durable, subjective value to 
                                               
24 G Bachelard, Water and Dreams, trs. E Farrell, The Pegasus Foundation, Dallas, 1983, p. 3. 
25 ibid., p. xv. 
26  E Husserl, ‘The Thesis of the Natural Standpoint and its Suspension’ in Phenomenology: 
 the philosophy of Edmund Husserl and its interpretation, Anchor Books, 1967, p.78. 
27 G Bachelard, op. cit., p. xix. 
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images which often have only a doubtful or ephemeral objectivity’.28 Knowing 
that ‘phenomenology’ is a frequently misunderstood term, Bachelard describe 
his own phenomenological approach by referring to the work of two 
psychiatrists who employ phenomenological methods, J. H. Van den Berg and 
Eugène Minkowski. J. H. Van den Berg writes that ‘poets and painters are 
born phenomenologists’, and so Bachelard, being a great reader and a thinker 
undertaking a phenomenological enquiry, turns to the literary productions of 
poets. Van den Berg goes on to write that ‘we are all born phenomenologists; 
the poets and painters among us, however, are capable of conveying their 
views to others, a procedure also attempted laboriously, by the professional 
phenomenologist’.29 Bachelard also refers to the work of the prominent co-
founder of phenomenological psychiatry Eugène Minkowski, whose method of 
phenomenological investigation of literary and artistic images stresses an 
experience of sonorous and silent reverberation.30 Bachelard, in attempting 
‘to clarify the problem of the poetic image philosophically’ has ‘recourse to a 
phenomenology of the imagination’, by which he means ‘a study of the 
phenomenon of the poetic image when it emerges into consciousness as a 
direct product of the heart, soul and being of man, apprehended in his 
actuality’.31 Believing that ‘the imagination is always enriching itself with new 
images’ Bachelard explores this wealth of imagined being to determine the 
human value of different spaces,32 and in doing so these spaces become ‘tools 
for analysing the human soul’. 
                                               
28 G Bachelard, The poetics of reverie: childhood, language, and the cosmos, Beacon, 
 Massachusetts, 2004, p. 1. 
29 ibid., p. xxviii. 
30  To describe the experience of fixing an original form in our mind’s eye, Minkowski uses what he 
 calls an auditive metaphor, retentir, which can be translated as reverberation, and to describe how 
 this interior reverberation operates he writes: ‘it is as though the sound of a hunting horn, 
 reverberating everywhere through its echo, made the tiniest leaf, the tiniest wisp of moss shudder 
 in a common movement and transformed the whole forest, filling it to its limits, into a vibrating, 
 sonorous world’. See G Bachelard, The poetics of space, op. cit., p. xvi. 
31 ibid., p. xviii. 
32 ibid., p. xxxv. 
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Bachelard believes that the ‘inherently surprising and unpredictable’ 
nature of poetic images,33 their ‘essentially variational’34 nature, the 
youthfulness of the language35 they employ, their ability to elude causality,36 
and their inherent novelty puts them beyond the scope of critical analysis. The 
“objective” critical attitude, he writes, stifles the reverberation,37 and 
therefore the phenomenologist has nothing in common with the literary 
critic.38 The slightest critical considerations, he maintains, destroy the 
primitivity of the imagination.39 To join him in his phenomenological analysis 
of poetic images, he asks the reader of poems to be ‘independent of all 
doctrine’ and to ‘consider an image not as an object and even less as a 
substitute for an object, but to seize its specific reality.’40 
This internal direct experience is what phenomenology is interested in, 
and it is also what poets attempt to communicate. Bachelard’s work on the 
four elements of earth, water, air and fire helps us to understand how this 
internal world operates. Using the imaginative acts of reverie and to 
experience poetic images, Bachelard illustrates just how tactile they are. The 
dreamer ‘will live from tactile images’, 41 he writes. Tactile images of earth, 
water, air and fire attach us to an eternal childhood, and the more accurately a 
poet can revive this childhood, which reverberates with a sonorous silence, 
the more poetically authentic his work will be and the more useful it will be as 
a phenomenological artefact. That is why a poet’s manipulation of these 
elements can reverberate so deeply. 
These elements, which Bachelard sees as being fundamental to the 
workings of the imagination, have been incorporated into The Library of the 
                                               
33 ibid., p. xxxi. 
34 ibid., p. xix. 
35 ibid. 
36 ibid., p. xxiv. 
37 ibid. 
38 ibid., p. xxv. 
39 ibid., p. xxvi. 
40 ibid., p. xix. 
41  G Bachelard, The poetics of reverie, op. cit., p. 201. 
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Seven Selves in various ways. The historic description that Anselm reads of the 
C.W. Edwards’ Book Arcade, for example, moves from earth to water to air 
and then to fire: 
 
In the cellar, mineralogical samples glowed in luminous cases: azurite, 
malachite, quartz, muscovite and sulphur were just a few of the 
subterranean marvels on display. On the ground floor was a primate 
enclosure containing lemurs and spider monkeys. In addition, the arcade 
boasted the city’s first aquarium, where leafy sea dragons, sea horses and 
other subaquatic creatures drifted in slow motion through their 
otherworldly lives. Higher up was a fernery that doubled as a butterfly 
enclosure, within which painted ladies, pearly eyes, silver blues and giant 
swallowtails endlessly caressed the dense and mildly oppressive air. Perhaps, 
the most impressive exhibit was a living salamander – the only creature of its 
kind to have been successfully kept in captivity; to see it, customers were 
given tinted lenses through which they could gaze into a furnace fed with 
coal both night and day.42 
 
And this movement is foregrounded by the epigraph, taken from 
Comte de Lautréamont’s Les Chants de Maldoror, which introduces 
chapter II: 
 
Let everyone know that mankind, by his complex and multiple nature, is not 
ignorant of the methods by which to enlarge his horizons: he lives in water 
like the sea-horse; in the upper layers of the atmosphere like the osprey; and 
under the ground like a mole, a woodlouse and the sublimity of the earth-
worm.43 
 
The prologue to Edwards’ book, which appears at the end of chapter V, also 
incorporates each of these fundamental material elements: 
 
From library to library I travelled, 
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43 See Part One, p. 14. 
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through fixed and fluid forms, 
through forms ephemeral and fiery, 
and you may follow me if you will.44 
 
Finally, in chapter XXII, which sees Edwards’ death and subsequent descent 
into the realm of the mother tongues, the library is seen to return to the 
elements from which it came, and this is reflected in the description of its 
destruction and in the poem by Matthew Arnold which opens the chapter: 
 
To the elements it came from  
Everything will return.  
Our bodies to earth,  
Our blood to water,  
Heat to fire,  
Breath to air.45 
 
Like Husserl, Bachelard came to see ‘the imagination as the essential factor in 
the revealing of the essences of things’,46 and with this conclusion they came 
closer to what Blake had always maintained: that the imagination is the human 
existence itself. In Air and Dreams, for instance, Bachelard defines the 
imagination in the following way: 
 
We always think of the imagination as the faculty that forms images. On the 
contrary, it deforms what we perceive; it is, above all, the faculty that frees us 
from immediate images and changes them. If there is no change, or 
unexpected fusion of images, there is no imagination; there is no imaginative 
act. If the image that is present does not make us think of one that is absent, if 
an image does not determine an abundance–an explosion–of unusual images, 
then there is no imagination. There is only perception, the memory of a 
perception, a familiar memory, an habitual way of viewing form and colour. 
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The basic word in the lexicon of the imagination is not image, but imaginary. 
The value of an image is measured by the extent of its imaginary aura. Thanks 
to the imaginary, imagination is essentially open and elusive. It is the human 
psyche’s experience of openness and novelty. More than any other power, it is 
what distinguishes the human psyche. As William Blake puts it: “The 
imagination is not a State: it is the Human Existence itself.47 
 
This cultivation of imaginative activity is central to Bachelard’s 
phenomenological project, central, that it, to what I described earlier as an 
open and expanding intellectual library of poetic images. Bachelard, being the 
great reader and lover of poetry that he was, often referred to libraries in his 
work, but the type of library that Bachelard describes does not conform to the 
contracting, annexing, excluding library of mono-thought, the effective 
representation of which is the conical library tower. The following passage 
from The Poetics of Reverie goes some way towards describing the type of 
intellectual library Bachelard would have us aspiring to create. 
 
How can we enter the poetisphere of our time? An era of free imagination 
has just begun. From everywhere, images invade the air, go from one world 
to another, and call both ears and eyes to enlarge dreams. Poets abound, the 
great and the small, the famous and the obscure, those who love and those 
who dazzle. … Poetic ages unite in a living memory. The new age awakens 
the old. The old age comes to live again in the new. Poetry is never as 
unified as when it diversifies. 
What benefits new books bring us! I would like a basket full of books 
telling the youth of images which fall from heaven for me every day. 
This desire is natural. This prodigy is easy. For, up there, in heaven, 
isn’t paradise an immense library?’48  
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 The Dallas Institute Publications, Dallas, 1988, p. 1. 
48  G Bachelard, The poetics of reverie, op. cit., p. 25. 
86 
 
Rather than an intellectual library of contraction, annexation and exclusion, 
Bachelard’s intellectual library, which he calls a ‘poetisphere’, operates within 
an era of ‘free imagination’ in which images invade the air, poets abound, 
memory is living, the old and the new enliven each other, and the only unity is 
the extent of poetic diversification. In another passage of the same work he 
describes the dimensionality of this intellectual realm. 
 
Reading is a dimension of the modern psychism, a dimension which transposes 
psychic phenomena already transposed by writing. Written language must 
be considered as a particular psychic reality. … Besides, in writing, the 
author has already performed a transposition. He would not say what he has 
written. He has entered–his protests are in vain here–the realm of the 
written psychism.49 
 
Therefore, we could say that reading and writing allow us to enter this 
‘written psychism’, this intellectual library, where direct experiences can be 
recreated and reformed/deformed through poetic images. Rather than 
encouraging or enforcing mindless reproduction in support of a unity based on 
abstract reason, Bachelard’s realm encourages endless description of our 
intimate engagement with the physical based on imaginative activity. 
 
BLAKE’S INHABITABLE INTELLECTUAL STRUCTURE 
 
In the construction of intellectual space Blake, who was a poet and engraver 
writing in the Romantic period, and Bachelard, who was a scientist-
philosopher working in the wake of relativity theory and quantum mechanics, 
both emphasise how central the cultivation of imaginative activity is. Another 
way in which Blake’s philosophy resembles Bachelard’s is in its emphasis on 
the fundamental material elements. Both writers, living centuries apart, 
believed that renewal was connected to the power of earth, water, air and 
fire, and Bachelard would agree with Tharmas, who appears in  Blake’s 
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unfinished epic The Four Zoas, when he proclaims: ‘Renew these ruind souls of 
men / through earth, sea, air and fire’.50 As I have already mentioned, these 
are the elements that Bachelard went such a long way towards describing (or 
rather he described the effect these elements have had on the open and 
receptive human imagination). The literary critic Northrop Frye has described 
The Four Zoas as ‘the greatest abortive masterpiece in English literature’: 
abortive because it was abandoned by Blake and never engraved. Frye goes on 
to write that ‘Anyone who cares about either poetry or painting must see in its 
unfinished state a major cultural disaster’.51 It is an abortive masterpiece that 
can help us to envisage an intellectual library beyond the errors of knowledge 
that certain manifestations of unity can introduce. 
The Four Zoas is projected as a dream of the giant Albion – the spiritual 
form of Blake’s own public52 – and in this dream a cyclic vision of life from the 
Fall to the Last Judgement unfolds.53 The dream is divided into nine nights, 
and it is the seventh night, of which there are two parts, that is of interest to 
us here. In ‘Night the Seventh’ two vast structures are erected; ‘Night the 
Seventh [a]’ sees Los, the eternal prophet, erecting Golgonooza, which is a 
vast city of art; and ‘Night the Seventh [b]’ sees the erection of Urizen’s 
Temple of secrecy and death. In ‘Night the Seventh [a]’ of The Four Zoas, the 
erection of Golgonooza is described thus: 
 
… Los performed 
Wonders of labour 
They Builded Golgonooza Los labouring [inspired] 
builded pillars high 
And Domes terrific in the nether heavens for beneath 
Was opened new heavens & a new Earth beneath & 
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  W Blake, The four Zoas in The complete poems, Penguin Books, London, 2004, p. 332. 
51  N Frye, Fearful symmetry: a study of William Blake, Princeton University Press, 1972, p. 269. 
52  ibid., p. 364. 
53  ibid., pp. 269-270. 
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within 
Threefold within the brain within the heart within the 
loins 
A Threefold Atmosphere Sublime continuous from 
Urthonas world 
But yet having a limit Twofold named Satan and Adam54 
 
It is perhaps worth mentioning here that our discussion of an intellectual 
library must in essence be a discussion of an internal library, a library that we 
come to know through introspection, and it appears to be what Los is erecting 
in this passage, for ‘pillars high/And Domes terrific in the nether heavens for 
beneath/Was opened new heavens & a new Earth beneath &/within’. In 
explanation Northrop Frye describes Golgonooza in the following way: 
 
All imaginative and creative acts, being eternal, go to build up a permanent 
structure, which Blake calls Golgonooza, above time, and, when this 
structure is finished, nature, its scaffolding, will be knocked away and man 
will live in it. Golgonooza will then be the city of God, the New Jerusalem 
which is the total form of all human culture and civilization. Nothing that the 
heroes, martyrs, prophets and poets of the past have done for it has been 
wasted; no anonymous and unrecognised contribution to it has been 
overlooked. In it (IS) conserved all the good man has done, and in it is 
completed all that he hoped and intended to do. And the artist who uses the 
same energy and genius as Homer and Isaiah had will find that he not only 
lives in the same palace of art as Homer and Isaiah, but lives in it at the same 
time.55 
 
What Blake describes in this passage sounds very much like a collective 
intellectual library. By contrast, Blake describes the erection of Urizen’s 
temple as a place where the creative impulse in man dies. From a place of 
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trades, commerce, armed vessels, child labour, slavery and the clanking of 
chains the temple emerges. Urizen, who petrifies ‘all Human Imagination into 
rock and sand’,56 lays the first stone, and then all his myriads build the temple 
in the shape of a human heart, but it is a heart within which the order of 
human delights have been reversed. It is a temple of secret lusts, hidden 
wonders, dark chambers, intoxicating fumes, of harlots, mumbling priests and 
priestesses in bestial disguises. Even the sun is enchained and dragged into the 
temple. 
 
... & they took the sun that glowd 
oer Los 
And with immense machines down rolling. the terrific 
orb 
Compell’d. The sun reddning like a fierce lion in his 
chains 
Descended to the sound of instruments that drownd the 
noise 
Of the hoarse wheels & the terrific howlings of wild 
beasts 
That dragd the wheels of the Suns chariot & they put 
the Sun 
Into the temple of Urizen to give light to the Abyss 
To light the War by day to hide his secret beams by 
night57 
 
David Whitmarsh, in his line by line textual analysis of and critical 
commentary on The Four Zoas, observes that ‘the events of Night the Seventh 
(a) stand in an ‘inverse’ relationship to the events of Night the Seventh (b) … 
The two versions of Night the Seventh … should therefore be thought of as 
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complementary.’58 We can even think of them as occurring concurrently, or 
as being two sides of the one coin, like the two parts of Songs of Innocence and of 
Experience. So if the first of these two structures stands in an inverse 
relationship to the second, then, we may well ask, is there something that the 
conical library tower stands in inverse relationship to? It seems to have taken a 
long time for world literature to produce an inversion for the conical tower, 
although parallel images abound, and it is perhaps not surprising that the 
person responsible for its production was one of the greatest figures in 
modern literature. 
 
FRANZ KAFKA: THE TOWER AND THE PIT  
 
It was Franz Kafka who concisely revealed the opposite side of the conical 
tower, and he executed this swift reversal in two neat proverbs: 
 
The Tower of Babel 
If it had been possible to build the tower of Babel without ascending it, the 
work would have been permitted. 
The Pit of Babel 
What are you building? 
-- I want to dig a subterranean passage. Some progress must be made. My 
station up there is much too high. 
We are digging the pit of Babel.59 
 
Interestingly, these towers of Babel, which are so easy to imagine as libraries, 
the inverse image of which – provided by Kafka – is a pit (an absence), remind 
us of other couplings of contrary images, for example Dante’s Hell and his 
Mount Purgatory; but being inversions of each other these images also fit 
perfectly into each other, which is perhaps where the systems of tower/pit, 
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mountain/abyss, penis/vagina are seen to be most anomalous. One is so much 
a part of the other that to see them as separate can be problematic. Perhaps 
this is part of what both Blake and Bachelard worked so hard to articulate. 
Blake would advise us to see the world as infinite and holy through an 
improvement of sensual enjoyment,60 and Bachelard would suggest embarking 
upon a project of infinite poetic description of the material world. Both are 
approaches that advocate bringing the material world back into the intellectual 
library by intensely and intimately experiencing the physical world, not in a 
narrow sexual sense, but in an all-embracing explosion of what Blake would 
call Poetic Genius. Perhaps Bachelard was commenting on this when he 
wrote: 
 
Poetry demands a prelude of silence. The poetic moment possesses 
metaphysical perspective. We have here neither the spirited masculine time 
that thrusts forward and overcomes, nor the gentle submissive time that 
weeps and regrets, but the androgynous moment. The mystery of poetry is 
androgynous.61 
 
It is within this poetic moment that we are reminded of our humanity; it is 
within this poetic moment that our psyches are made fertile, and it is this 
poetic moment that will ultimately allow us to collectively brave our own 
diversity. In this poetic moment, which Bachelard assures us is androgynous, 
the imagination, which Blake and Bachelard both believed to be the key to 
revealing the essence of things, is at once free and intimately associated not 
with abstract reason but with the way we consciously experience the world. 
Pausing for breath in this moment between imagination and matter will lead 
us to question the veracity of Descartes’ famous pronouncement: ‘I think, 
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therefore I am’. It will become more accurate for us to say: I imagine, 
therefore I am. It is, nonetheless, tempting to see these statements as both 
contrary and complementary: the tower and pit existing concurrently and, in 
the words of Bachelard, ‘each one working for their mutual deepening’.62 
In the next chapter, which performs a reading of three imagined 
libraries from works of fiction, there are two instances of libraries from which 
imaginative activity has been banished, and so within these libraries no mutual 
deepening can occur. One of these libraries reflects a unified religious vision 
of the world, while the other reflects an academic realm of pure thought. In 
these two libraries the mind can form images but it is unable to deform them, 
and so reality functions perfectly in a theoretical sense, but the ability to 
deform reality has been blocked. Bachelard has observed that ‘weakness in the 
function of unreality, will hamper the productive psyche’,63 which is obviously 
an important concept for our time, because weakening our ability to alter 
reality with active imaginations will directly affect our ability to foresee.64 
The next chapter will consider how libraries have been used 
metaphorically in a selection of literary texts.
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CHAPTER FOUR 
LITERARY IMAGINATION: LIBRARIES USED METAPHORICALLY 
 
In a photograph taken in 1984 by Magnum photographer Ferdinando Scianna,1 
the writer Jorge Luis Borges is seen seated in what appears to be the dining 
room of a hotel. A terrace upon which wrought iron garden chairs have been 
arranged is reflected in the plate glass window through which the photograph 
was taken, so that there is initially some confusion as to whether the subject of 
the photograph is inside or outside. His dark, double-breasted suit hangs 
loosely on his aging limbs, his hands are wrapped around a walking stick as 
thick as Moses’ staff, and with a faraway expression he appears to be staring 
through the veil of his blindness into the vast and fertile universe of his own 
imagination. It is easy to suppose that what he sees there is a library. 
However, being a man who spent much of his long life in libraries, it is 
likely that the realm into which he was gazing on that day in 1984 contained 
not one but many libraries. It may well have contained the Argentine National 
Library of which he was once the Director; it may have contained the infinite 
library he describes in ‘The Library of Babel’; and it may also have contained 
countless other libraries, both actual and imagined. These libraries of memory 
                                               
1 F Scianna, Photograph of Jorge Luis Borges taken in Italy in 1984, in Writers: Photographs of Magnum 
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and imagination would certainly have overlapped in places, creating the sort of 
superimposition that one sees in Scianna’s photograph, in which the interior 
space of foyer, the exterior space of the terrace and the unseen yet 
multidimensional space of the author’s imagination can be said to coexist. 
What interests me here is the degree to which libraries, both real and 
imagined, represent systems of ideas and can be said to mirror the workings of 
the human psychical apparatus which governs the ebbs and flows and 
composition of consciousness itself. This chapter will attempt to come to an 
understanding of how libraries have been used metaphorically to reveal truths 
about the workings of the human mind. In the process it will answer the sixth 
subsidiary research question: How are libraries used metaphorically in the 
novels of Umberto Eco, Elias Canetti and Haruki Murakami to denote 
connections between memory and imagination, the accessing of secret 
information, the power of controlling the archive and the relentless seeking 
out of the signified? 
 
THE NAME OF THE ROSE: THE LIBRARY AS A SPACE OF SECRETS, POWER AND 
PARANOIA 
 
The first library space I wish to explore appears in Umberto Eco’s The Name of 
the Rose, a novel set in the fourteenth-century, in which an English friar and a 
young Benedictine novice travel to a wealthy abbey in the mountains of 
northern Italy. Upon arriving, they find themselves investigating a series of 
strange murders which are found to be connected to a book contained in the 
abbey’s labyrinthine library. 
It is in 1327 that the young Benedictine novice, Adso of Melk, and the 
learned Franciscan brother, William of Baskerville, enter the abbey, where, 
we are told, the greatest library of Christendom is preserved. The library, 
which is housed on the top floor of a fortress like structure referred to as the 
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Adificium, is described in the following way by the novice and narrator Adso 
of Melk: 
While we toiled up the steep path that wound around the mountain, I saw 
the abbey. I was amazed, not by the walls that girded it on every side … but 
by the bulk of what I later learned was the Aedificium. This was an octagonal 
construction that from a distance seemed a tetragon (a perfect form, which 
expresses the sturdiness and impregnability of the City of God).2 
 
Already, the physical form of the library can be said to reflect its nature. It is a 
library one must toil to reach, and its very shape speaks of impenetrability. 
Adso goes on to say that ‘the southern sides stood on the plateau of the abbey, 
while the northern ones seemed to grow from the steep side of the mountain, 
a sheer drop, to which they were bound.’ He also observes that from below, 
the Aedificium seemed to ‘reach up towards the heavens’.3 This description 
seems to suggest that the library’s impregnability is inextricably linked to 
vague promises of spiritual ascent and descent. And indeed, later in the text, 
the library is described as being ‘at once the celestial Jerusalem and an 
underground world on the border between terra incognita and Hades’.4 This 
emphasis on verticality is present throughout the text. 
The threat of descent, in particular, quickly makes itself apparent, for 
hardly have the travellers arrived than they are informed that some days past a 
young monk was found dead ‘at the bottom of the cliff below the 
Aedificium.’5 At the request of the Abbot, the protagonists seek to discover 
the author of the crime, with the stern injunction that they are forbidden from 
entering the library itself. They receive the following information: 
The Library was laid out on a plan which has remained obscure to all over 
the centuries, and which none of the monks is called upon to know. Only 
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the librarian has received the secret, from the librarian who preceded him 
… And the secret seals the lips of both men.6 
In this way, the library is presented not only as an impenetrable space where 
only those deemed worthy have access to the ‘divine word’; it is also 
presented as a place of secrets. A librarian and his assistant are the gate 
keepers of the library and all it contains. As William of Baskerville observes, 
‘The place of forbidden knowledge is guarded by many and most cunning 
devices. Knowledge is used to conceal, rather than to enlighten.’7  
In Crowds and Power, Elias Canetti states that ‘Secrecy lies at the very 
core of power.’8 And he maintains that ‘Secrecy retains its dual character [of 
at once protecting against and aiding in the perpetration of evil] in all the 
higher manifestations of power. It is only a step from the primitive medicine-
man to the paranoiac, and from both of them to the despot of history.’9 And 
since Eco’s library is found to be secretly ruled by Jorge, a blind despot, it is 
not surprising to find that Jorge suffers from the major symptoms of paranoia: 
delusions of persecution, unwarranted jealousy, exaggerated self-importance 
all worked into an organised system.10 So it is hardly surprising that Jorge also 
conforms to Canetti’s description of a despot in whom ‘secrecy is primarily 
active: 
 
He [the despot] is thoroughly familiar with it and knows how to assess its 
value and use it on any given occasion. When he lies in wait he knows what 
he is watching for and knows, too, which of his creatures he can use to help 
him. He has many secrets, for he has many desires; and he organises these 
secrets so that they guard one another. He reveals one thing to one man and 
                                               
6  ibid., p. 37. 
7  ibid., p. 176. 
8 E Canetti, Crowds and Power, trs. C Stewart, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, New York, 
 1984, p. 290. 
9  ibid., p. 292. 
10  The New Oxford Dictionary of English, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1998. 
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another to a second, and sees to it that they have no chance of combining 
them.11 
 
‘Power’, Canetti maintains, ‘is impenetrable.’12 
Jacques Derrida in Archive Fever observes that ‘There is no political 
power without control of the archive.’13 And indeed lust for power is central 
to attempts to control the library and to contain its secrets. At the end of his 
section on secrecy, Canetti states: ‘in the long run, all secrets which are 
confined to one faction, or, still more, to one man must bring disaster, not 
only to the possessor, … but also to all they concern … Every secret is 
explosive, expanding with its own inner heat.14 And Eco’s invented library 
harbours a dangerous concentration of secrets. 
First and foremost, there is the secret that seals the lips of the librarian 
and his assistant, which concerns the layout of the library, because as well as 
being aligned with the four cardinal points, the library is arranged in a way 
that corresponds to the then known regions of the earth. Each room in its 
labyrinth of rooms is given a letter, and, linked up, these letters spell out the 
names of the then known portions of the globe: Anglia, Germani, Gallia, 
Hibernia, Roma, Yspania, Leones, Aegyptus, Iudaea, Fons Adae and finally in 
the secret centre the finis Africae. The library is in fact a mirror of the world. 
Many allusive possibilities stem from this correspondence, but most 
importantly it lends legitimacy to a counter narrative which involves the book 
of Revelation and the end of the world; and this counter narrative is used by 
Jorge as a kind of mask or disguise beneath which his explosive secrets can be 
concealed. Canetti describes such a mask or disguise as follows: ‘Hiding, or 
taking on the colour of its surroundings and betraying itself by no movement, 
                                               
11  E Canetti, op. cit., p. 292. 
12  ibid., p. 292. 
13  J Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 
1996, p. 4. 
14  E Canetti, op. cit., pp. 295-6. 
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the lurking creature disappears entirely, covering itself with secrecy as with a 
second skin.’15 
In Eco’s narrative, only the learned William of Baskerville is able to 
penetrate this second skin, and when it is eventually discovered that Jorge has 
been ruling the abbey and the library illegitimately from behind a veil of 
appearances, that he has been privy to the nature of the murders which have 
plagued the abbey, that he is responsible for the repression of the book which 
has caused so many deaths, only then is the scene ripe for the explosion of heat 
which ultimately destroys the library and the rest of the abbey with it. As 
Adso observes, ‘the library had been doomed by its own impenetrability’.16 
For Jorge the library is a place to be partitioned and controlled. And when he 
comes across an element that does not ‘articulate the unity of an ideal 
configuration’17 the urge to partition and control becomes what Freud has 
called among other things ‘an instinct of destruction’ In speaking of this 
instinct for destruction Derrida, in Archive Fever, states that: 
 
this drive which … [Freud] names here sometimes death drive, sometimes 
aggression drive, sometimes destruction drive, as if these three words were 
in this case synonyms. … this three named drive is mute … It is at work, 
but since it always operates in silence, it never leaves any archives of its own. 
It destroys in advance its own archive, as if that were in truth the very 
motivation of its most proper movement.18 
 
This death/aggression/destruction drive is what has overtaken the despotic 
Jorge. He, as the guardian of the documents (who Adso refers to as ‘the 
library’s memory’19 and whom Derrida would refer to as an archon20), in 
trying to maintain an order and a unity, ultimately brings about the 
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17  J Derrida, op. cit., p. 3. 
18  ibid., p. 10. 
19  U Eco, op. cit., p. 130. 
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destruction of the library. Derrida pairs the power of these archons, these 
guardians of documents, with what he calls ‘the power of consignation’. This 
power 
 
aims to coordinate a single corpus, in a system or a synchrony in which all 
the elements articulate the unity of an ideal configuration. In an archive, 
there should not be an absolute dissociation, any heterogeneity or secret 
which could separate (secernere), or partition, in an absolute manner.21 
 
However, in Eco’s library the most troublesome secret is the existence of 
Aristotle’s treatise on comedy, which does threaten to separate and partition 
in an absolute manner. As such, when this secret stands in danger of being 
discovered, the three-headed beast, the death/aggression/destruction drive, 
emerges to consume the archive. The labyrinthine abbey library is central to 
Eco’s novel, and its destruction dramatises the novel’s central theme. The 
library’s fate is the fate of all systems of knowledge that cut themselves off 
from the creative forces of the unconscious. 
 
AUTO-DA-FÉ: THE LIBRARY AS A SPACE OF PURE INTELLECTUAL ACTIVITY 
 
The imagined library that appears in Elias Canetti’s novel Auto-da-Fé is the 
platform upon which power plays of a different kind are enacted. Canetti’s 
imagined library is a private one, and its owner, Peter Kien, is a famous 
sinologist devoted to intellectual pursuits and to the preservation of his 
formidable collection of books. Over the course of the narrative, Peter Kien is 
both dispossessed of his library, and physically and mentally ruined by his 
illiterate housekeeper, whom he marries. Salman Rushdie has observed that 
‘In Auto-da-Fé no one is spared. Professor and furniture salesman, doctor, 
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housekeeper, and thief all get it in the neck. The remorseless quality of the 
comedy builds one of the most terrifying literary worlds of the century.’22 
The plot of the novel traces the complete disintegration of the 
protagonist and his library. This library, which is central to the novel, is in 
Peter Kien’s home on the fourth and topmost floor of No. 24 Ehrlich Strasse. 
It is made up of four lofty, spacious communicating rooms of equal size, and 
the flat itself is secured by three highly complicated locks.23 Natural light 
shines through skylights, which he has had installed, but otherwise life beyond 
the library has been completely blotted out to conform to the owner’s dearest 
wish: to possess ‘a well-stocked library, in perfect order and enclosed on all 
sides, in which no single superfluous article of furniture, no single superfluous 
person could lure him from his serious thoughts’.24 In Peter Kien’s lofty 
Apollonian world there is no place for any extraneous contact with outsiders. 
As Canetti describes this particular library space the words of London 
based artist and writer David Batchelor come to mind: words he used to 
describe the bleached and bare living space of an Anglo-American art 
collector: 
 
Inside this house was a whole world, a very particular kind of world, a very 
clean, clear and orderly universe. … It was a world that didn’t readily admit 
the existence of other worlds. Or it did so grudgingly and resentfully, and 
absolutely without compassion.25 
 
It is certainly without compassion that Peter Kien neglects the intellectual 
needs of a boy who lives in the same building as himself. The boy, whom he 
meets by chance in front of a bookshop, shows every sign of having an eager 
spiritual appetite and a hunger for the written word.26 He would seem to be 
                                               
22  This quotation, attributed to Salman Rushdie, appears on the back cover of the 1984Farrar, Straus 
 and Giroux edition of Auto-da-Fé.  
23 E Canetti, Auto-da-Fé, trs. C Wedgwood, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, New York, 1984, p. 23. 
24 ibid., p. 23. 
25  D Batchelor, Chromophobia, Reaktion Books, London, 2000, p. 10. 
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the perfect protégé for the ageing professor, but, at Peter Kien’s instruction, 
the housekeeper turns him away at the door. For Peter Kien the library is a 
scene of pure intellectual activity, and any infringement by the outside world 
is seen as a contamination, anything extraneous is viewed with utter revulsion. 
Even the windows of each room have been walled up in order to avoid the 
‘temptation to watch what went on in the street’.27 
This mania for control of his physical environment reflects the degree 
of control he has over his mental world. ‘He did indeed’, we are told, ‘carry 
in his head a library as well-provided and as reliable as his actual library ... He 
could sit at his writing desk and sketch out a treatise down to the minutest 
detail without turning over a single page, except in his head.’28 Most 
disturbingly of all, however, we learn that this mania for physical and mental 
control has even infected his dreams. 
 
His very dreams were more precisely defined than those of most people. 
Blurred images without form or colour were unknown in any of the dreams 
which he had hitherto recollected. In his case night had no power to turn 
things topsy turvy; the noises he heard could be exactly referred to their 
cause of origin; conversations into which he entered were entirely 
reasonable; everything retained its normal meaning.29 
 
We can only conclude that Peter Kien’s dream life has been cut off 
from its unconscious source. As with Eco’s abbey library, the library in Auto-
da-Fé has been designed to prevent any contact with the creative and 
destructive forces of the unconscious, and like Eco’s library, this mania for 
conscious control is shown to be a weakness and not a strength. 
When Peter Kien’s brutish housekeeper, Therese Krumbholz, begins 
to suspect the presence of weakness and vulnerability behind her master’s 
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severe exterior, she contrives a way to improve her standing in the world at 
his expense. Their subsequent marriage becomes a war in which Kien slowly 
sees himself dispossessed of his library one room at a time, until he is 
eventually locked out of his apartment and forced to fend for himself on the 
streets, and ill equipped for such a life, he is taken advantage of by all and 
sundry. 
A spatially interesting phenomenon takes place after he has been 
separated from his library: he begins to internalise a new library by utilising 
his remarkable memory so as to carry an ‘entire new library in his head’.30 
And thus, roaming the streets with the burden of the innumerable volumes he 
imagines are stored inside him, Peter Kien’s never very strong hold on reality 
grows ever weaker. No matter how hard Kien tries to maintain, if only 
mentally, an intellectual space where order prevails, the forces of greed, 
pride, self-righteousness – all the baser manifestations of corporeal existence 
– press ever harder upon him to contaminate his ideal. 
In this bleak modernist masterpiece, the library is at once a home, a 
space set aside for pure intellectual activity, a site of contamination, a 
commodity, a symbol of power, and ultimately an inferno. Like the abbey 
library in The Name of the Rose, Peter Kien’s library is destroyed in a 
conflagration, and these two conflagrations are linked to the madness of the 
patriarchs who have imagined themselves to be the rulers of the knowledge 
the library contains. In The Name of the Rose Jorge ends his life by eating the 
poisoned pages of the book he has tried to conceal. In Auto-da-Fé Peter Kien 
locks himself in his library and sets it alight. Although they come to their end 
in different ways, their ends are similar in that they are both the result of 
being consumed by a vision of unity and purity which cannot be attained. 
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KAFKA ON THE SHORE: THE LIBRARY AS GATEWAY TO THE UNCONSCIOUS 
 
The last invented library I want to discuss is somewhat different from the 
European libraries of Eco and Canetti. The Japanese author Haruki Murakami 
often uses library spaces in his fictional works. There is a library, for instance, 
that is central to his novel Hard-boiled Wonderland and the end of the World,31 but 
his most developed conception of a library appears in Kafka on the Shore, a 
novel about a fifteen-year-old boy who runs away from his home in Tokyo and 
finds himself living in a small public library that specialises in Tanka and Haiku 
poetry. What differentiates Murakami’s library from the two already 
described is that it is open to unconscious information, whereas the others are 
designed to keep unconscious information out. 
After running away from home and booking himself into a hotel, 
Murakami’s fifteen year old protagonist, Kafka Tamura, decides to visit the 
Komura Memorial Library, which he has seen in a magazine article and which 
he feels strangely drawn to. Kafka Tamura’s description of his journey 
towards and into the library clearly sets the library space up as somewhere 
within which the internal rooms and the surrounding gardens form a 
harmonious whole. Small signs ‘pointing towards the library line the road’32 
that runs from the station to the library, and when he arrives at the library’s 
gates he describes the garden and notes, when he arrives at the door, how 
different it is from other libraries he knows. 
 
Right in front of the Komura Memorial Library’s imposing front gate stand 
two neatly trimmed plum trees. Inside the gate a gravel path winds past 
other beautifully manicured bushes and trees … with not a fallen leaf in 
sight. A couple of stone lanterns peek out between the trees, as does a small 
pond. Finally, I get to the intricately designed entrance. I come to a halt in 
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front of the opened door, hesitating for a moment about going inside. This 
place doesn’t look like any library I’ve ever seen. … Just inside the entrance 
a young man is sitting behind a counter33 
 
The young man behind the counter, the gatekeeper if you like, is Oshima, a 
twenty-one year old of ambiguous sexuality who describes herself as officially 
female, but psychologically male. Oshima prefers men, and although her 
clitoris is sensitive, her breasts are not and she doesn’t have periods. 34 Her 
presence at the entrance suggests that this library will be a place where male 
and female elements are able to flow freely into each other. Compared to 
George Kien, who at one point in Auto-da-Fé ‘dreams of the end of woman 
kind’,35 and Jorge, who presides over an abbey library into which women are 
not even permitted, Oshima seems to be the gatekeeper of a library within 
which the notion of discrimination based on sexual difference has been 
annulled. Instead, an atmosphere of sexual acceptance and sexual communion 
prevails, and this atmosphere is mirrored in the way the library’s interior and 
exterior are allowed to blend. 
When Kafka Tamura enters the library and walks among the stacks, his 
first impression is of a space within which interior and exterior elements 
combine. 
 
I go into the high-ceilinged stacks and wander among the shelves … 
Magnificent thick beams run across the ceiling of the room and soft early-
summer sunlight is shining through the open window, the chatter of birds in 
the garden filtering in.36 
 
The plum trees at the gate way, the well-manicured garden, the beams 
running overhead and the chatter of birds, all these details put me, at least, in 
mind of other libraries in literature: libraries which have been likened to 
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forests or tended gardens. For instance, the library that appears in Jean Paul 
Sartre’s Nausea is described as follows: 
 
The reading room was almost empty. … It was as light as mist, almost 
unreal, all reddish; the setting sun was casting a reddish colour over the table 
reserved for women readers, the door, the spines of the books. For a second 
I had the delightful feeling that I was entering a thicket full of golden 
leaves.37 
 
And at the end of Borges’s short story ‘The Book of Sand’, it is in the library 
that the protagonist hides the diabolical book, maintaining that ‘the best place 
to hide a leaf is in the forest’.38 Metaphorically, Borges’s observation brings 
the library and the forest together, as libraries and forests are both spaces 
within which a sense of limitlessness can be experienced. In Kafka on the Shore 
Murakami allows his protagonist to explore the sense of limitlessness that 
forests and libraries share. It is precisely this sense of limitlessness that makes 
of libraries and forests spaces through which the unconscious can be accessed, 
and the ability these sites have to put Kafka Tamura in touch with his 
unconscious is what makes them important to the narrative. 
Kafka Tamura has run away from home because he felt that if he stayed 
he would have been damaged beyond repair.39 The damaging nature of his 
home environment is partly owing to the fact that Kafka Tamura’s mother and 
sister left without him when he was four, and it is partly owing to a curse that 
his father put on him. Like the prophet in Oedipus Rex, Kafka Tamura’s father 
prophesises that Kafka Tamura will murder him and be with his mother.40 In 
addition to this, his father predicts that Kafka Tamura will be with his sister.41 
Despite the fact that his father has told him that there is nothing he can do to 
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escape this fate, Kafka Tamura, like Oedipus, tries to flee from it, but with 
little success. ‘The prophecy’, Kafka Tamura says, ‘is like a timing device 
buried inside my genes, and nothing can ever change it.’42 
It is quite clear that Kafka Tamura needs to resolve an Oedipus 
complex, but the way in which the drama of Kafka on the Shore unfolds reveals 
an often overlooked aspect the Oedipus myth. According to Freud, the drama 
of King Oedipus enacts the Oedipus complex. King Oedipus, whose destiny it 
was to slay his father and to wed his mother, did all in his power to avoid the 
fate prophesied by the oracle, but despite this he was unable to avoid 
committing both crimes.43 Freud located the origin of the Oedipus complex in 
infantile fantasies and desires, and by doing this he placed the blame for the 
perversities inherent in the myth on the infant. In Kafka on the Shore the blame 
for these perversities is shifted from the infant to the parents, and the new 
focus is on the degree to which the young protagonist, like Oedipus, has been 
betrayed by them. The infant Oedipus, as we all know, was abandoned by his 
parents, while Kafka Tamura was abandoned by his mother and brought up by 
an emotionally absent father. ‘A lot of things’, Kafka Tamura says, ‘were 
stolen from my childhood. Lots of important things. And now I have to get 
them back.’44 Surely this is how King Oedipus feels. Kafka Tamura realises 
that his house in Nogata in Tokyo is a place where lots of things were 
murdered.45 As a result of this, he is compelled to leave this home in order to 
find the love that was denied him and to revive what was murdered. 
Owing to Kafka Tamura’s precarious circumstances, Oshima and the 
director of the library, Miss Saeki, offer him a job, and they also offer him the 
use of a guest room which is attached to the library:46 a guest room formerly 
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occupied by artists and poets who were favoured by the library’s founders. In 
being invited to work and live in the library, Kafka Tamura is being invited to 
become a part of it in the same way that poets and artists once were. In fact, 
the reason Kafka Tamura needs to spend time there is linked to the activity of 
these artists and poets. 
Shortly after Kafka Tamura enters the library for the first time, he 
identifies it as both a physical and an imaginary place. 
 
As I relax on the sofa and gaze around the room a thought hits me: This is 
exactly the place I’ve been looking for all my life. A little hideaway in some 
sinkhole somewhere. I’d always thought of it as a secret, imaginary place, 
and can barely believe that it actually exists.47 
 
A library space which was once an idea has grown in to a reality. In this 
library, interior and exterior, fantasy and fact, female and male are able to 
coexist, and it is this complex cohabitation that allows the imagination to 
ceaselessly enrich itself.48 Only in such a library can we truly say that the 
doors to daydreaming are unlocked.49 So when Kafka Tamura takes up his 
abode in the library, the library becomes his house, and in becoming his house 
we can say of it what Gaston Bachelard says of houses. ‘If I were asked to 
name the chief benefit of the house,’ he writes, ‘I should say: the house 
shelters daydreaming, the house protects the dreamer, the house allows one 
to dream in peace.’50 But the more Kafka Tamura engages with the life of the 
library the closer he gets to the core of the complex from which he suffers. 
Kafka Tamura needs the love of his sister and mother so desperately 
that he looks for them in everyone he meets. Eventually, he finds what he is 
looking for in a hairdresser named Sakura and in Miss Saeki, the director of 
the library. He befriends Sakura at a highway rest area outside Takamatsu 
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while on his way to the Komura Memorial Library. She is six years older than 
him (around the age his sister would have been),51 so he casts her in the role of 
his older sister, but the sexual nature of their relationship fulfils one of the 
components of his father’s curse. Soon after this meeting, Oshima introduces 
him to Miss Saeki, and as she is the same age his mother would have been he 
begins to get wistful and nostalgic: ‘Wouldn’t it be great if this were my 
mother’,52 he thinks to himself. As it turns out, a number of coincidences 
suggest that this might be true. So, when later on he makes love to Miss Saeki, 
he becomes convinced that he has fulfilled the second part of the curse. 
The third and final part of the curse is fulfilled when Kafka Tamura’s 
father, a famous sculptor, is murdered in his home, and although Kafka 
Tamura could not possibly have been at the scene of the crime, the fact that he 
blacked out while the murder was being committed, and that upon reviving he 
finds himself covered in blood, suggests to him that on some unconscious level 
he was involved. In this way, throughout the narrative, Kafka Tamura’s 
behaviour is seen to be guided by unconscious motives associated with his 
father’s curse, and his engagement with the library and the forest help to bring 
these unconscious motives to light. ‘From the time of puberty onwards’, 
Freud writes, ‘the human individual must devote himself to the great task of 
freeing himself from his parents; and only after this detachment is accomplished 
can he cease to be a child and so become a member of the social 
community.’53 This great task lies before Kafka Tamura. 
To avoid police interrogation, Oshima takes Kafka Tamura to a cabin 
in the mountains surrounded by dense forest. Like the Komura Memorial 
Library, the cabin feels like an imaginary place,54 and although Oshima advises 
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Kafka Tamura not to go into the woods,55 he enters them anyway, each 
expedition taking him deeper.56 On the last of these expeditions, following a 
path carved out by rain water, Kafka Tamura, travelling deeper into the forest 
than he has dared to before, realises that he is in fact delivering a letter to 
himself: ‘I’m carrying an important, sealed, personal letter to myself. A 
question. Why didn’t she love me? Don’t I deserve to have my mother’s 
love?’57 This question, which has been unconsciously dictating all of his 
movements, can only be answered in a place where consciousness and 
unconsciousness meet. In the depths of the forest he finds such a place: 
 
The birds screech above me, and I look up at the sky. Nothing there but that 
flat, expressionless layer of grey cloud. No wind at all. I trudge along. I’m 
walking by the shores of consciousness. Waves of consciousness roll in, roll 
out, leave some writing, and just as quickly new waves roll in and erase it. I 
try to quickly read what’s written there, between one wave and the next, 
but it’s hard. Before I can read it the next wave’s washed it away.58     
 
Only in this deep part of the forest is he able to forge an overdue reunion with 
his past. Oshima has told him that two soldiers from a Japanese Imperial Army 
battalion disappeared in those woods during World War Two, but although 
they disappeared over sixty years ago, Kafka expects to see them around the 
next bend. We are given the impression that Kafka Tamura is entering a no 
time of history or a no time of the unconscious, and as he enters this place that 
is removed from time he discards his compass59 and relinquishes his identity as 
well. As an empty man he plunges into the deepest part of the forest, a place 
which, he observes, is like the unconscious in that it has its own rules and 
patterns.60 Making the forest’s repetitions a part of him, Kafka Tamura 
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proceeds to what he refers to as the core of the labyrinth.61 Like Virgil who 
guided Dante through the underworld, the two missing soldiers appear to take 
Kafka Tamura deeper into himself, to the realm that corresponds to death and 
the dead, a place where, as the soldiers inform him, ‘There’s almost no 
difference at all between now and a long, long time ago’.62 Beyond this point 
he finds a town that is ‘swallowed up in dreams’,63 which he describes in the 
following way: 
 
Beyond the edge of the world there’s a space where emptiness and substance 
neatly overlap, where past and future form a continuous, endless loop. And, 
hovering about, there are signs no one has ever read, chords no one has ever 
heard.64 
 
Kafka Tamura’s exploration of the Komura Memorial Library takes 
him to a similar place. When Kafka Tamura accepts the job offered to him, 
Oshima tells him that he is now a part of the library,65 after which he walks 
him through his duties. Kafka Tamura begins each day by unlocking the front 
doors and opening the windows to air the rooms.66 Then, after doing some 
light cleaning, he is free to spend his time reading. At night, however, in the 
guestroom adjoining the library, in a state close to sleep, Kafka Tamura 
receives nightly visits from the ghost of the young Miss Saeki. This girl, Kafka 
Tamura realises, ‘is Miss Saeki’s long, deep dream’,67 and his earlier 
assumption that time has stopped for Miss Saeki68 is confirmed.  
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There’s no wind, and I can’t hear a sound. The whole thing feels as though I 
might have died, unknowing. I’m dead, and this girl and I have sunk to the 
bottom of a deep crater lake.69 
 
The place to which they descend is described as a place where ‘reality and 
dreams are all mixed up, like sea water and river water flowing together’.70 
The library and the forest both act as gateways to the unconscious, and 
it is only after opening himself to what is revealed through them that he is able 
to prevent his father’s curse from endlessly repeating itself. By engaging with 
the library and the forest, Kafka Tamura is able to experience a place that is 
‘outside reality’,71 a place that represents a ‘world that parallels our own’.72 In 
a dialogue between Kafka Tamura and Oshima, this place is said to be 
intimately linked to poetic expression: 
 
“So you’re saying Miss Saeki maybe found those words in some other space – 
like in dreams?” 
“Most great poetry is like that. If the words can’t create a prophetic tunnel 
connecting them to the reader, then the whole thing no longer functions as a 
poem.73 
 
The work of poets, according to Oshima, is to capture words in a dream,74 
which Kafka Tamura must also do if he is to overcome his own fear and 
anger.75 He must capture words in a dream in order to avoid the endless 
repetition of his father’s curse, and the words he captures are the words of the 
letter he is delivering to himself: ‘Why didn’t she love me? Don’t I deserve to 
have my mother’s love?’76 The library and the forest both play a part in taking 
Kafka Tamura to the place where this letter’s meaning can be felt. 
                                               
69 ibid., p. 235. 
70 ibid., p. 301. 
71 ibid., p. 299. 
72 ibid., p. 378. 
73 ibid., p. 262. 
74 ibid., p. 262. 
75 ibid., p. 417. 
76 ibid., p. 429. 
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This relationship between the forest and the library is a theme that 
Murakami returns to regularly in Kafka on the Shore. It is interesting to note 
that before the protagonist is invited to live in the library he is taken to a place 
in the forest, as if time spent in the natural world will prepare him for his 
movement into the space of the library. A mood of initiation infuses Kafka 
Tamura’s experience of the forest, and by contrast, later in the novel, it seems 
that living in the library is an initiation for yet another excursion into the 
forest. Kafka’s experience of the forest seems to be working to deepen his 
experience of the library, and his experience of the library seems to be 
working to deepen his experience of the forest. 
The synergy that exists between the natural world and the library has 
been incorporated into The Library and the Seven Selves. As well as containing 
arboretums, enclosures for animals and systems of covered gardens, the 
Astorian Public Library has also been laid out according to paths the 
indigenous gods created as they sang the land upon which the library stands 
into existence: 
 
before Edwards founded the Astorian Public Library, a library of sorts 
already existed on the site: a library composed of the poems native gods 
were said to have sung as they walked the lands they were in the process of 
creating. According to myth, these creation poems seeded the natural 
world. So each mountain peak and plain, each creek, lagoon and gully, 
formed an integral part of this original library.77 
 
The private library of Clara’s father is also connected to the natural world 
because of its proximity to the forest.  
 
Glass skylights covered in leaves let diffuse light in from above, and through 
the windows you could make out the delicate weave of fern fronds. The 
damp forest had, for some time, been closing in on the library. So it was 
                                               
77 See Part One, pp. 133-134. 
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with a feeling of natural encroachment that Anselm picked up the first book 
he came to78 
 
Part of the reason why Borges’s library of Babel is monstrous is that although 
there is infinite interior space there is no outside world. A library surrounded 
by nature is something of an ideal configuration, next to which a library 
without nature seems fundamentally deficient. This relationship between the 
library and the natural world is also explored in the ‘The Library and the 
Lake’, which precedes chapter XVIII,79 in which the library’s destruction is 
inextricably linked to the destruction of the natural world. 
Part of this movement from the library to the natural world and back 
again is the movement back and forth from the physical world to the world of 
the imagination. To quote Gaston Bachelard, ‘the function of the real and the 
function of the unreal – are made to co-operate’.80 Murakami’s library is a 
space in which dreams come close to the surface. The library space in which 
Kafka Tamura resides becomes a place from which he is able to gain access to 
remote regions where, as Bachelard writes ‘memory and imagination remain 
associated, each one working for their mutual deepening’,81 and this 
deepening is a deepening without an emphasis on verticality, security or 
surveillance. There is no fortification around it, no complicated locks on the 
door. Porous, perforated and personal are adjectives that come to mind. After 
navigating through the dark and secret rooms of Eco’s abbey library and after 
suffering with a monomaniac in Canetti’s claustrophobic one, it is with some 
relief that we as readers find and explore Murakami’s library. We sense that 
we have found an invented library space within which it is possible both to 
think and dream freely. 
 
                                               
78 See Part One, p. 105. 
79 See Part One, pp. 206-207. 
80  G Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, M Jolas, Beacon Press, Boston, 1969, p. xxxi. 
81 ibid., p. 5. 
114 
 
‘THE PURLOINED LETTER’: LACAN AND THE UNCONSCIOUS 
 
Having described these three invented libraries, I now want to consider them 
in light of Lacan’s analysis of Edgar Alen Poe’s story ‘The Purloined Letter’. 
It is within a dark and silent back library that the events that form the 
subject of ‘The Purloined Letter’ come to light. The narrator mentions the 
curling eddies of smoke that oppressed the atmosphere of the chamber,82 a 
detail that, in conjunction with the darkness and the silence, seems 
intentionally to correspond to that region of the imagination in which images 
are at once apprehended and deformed. In this sense, the entire story remains 
connected to this realm. The narrator and his companion, the detective 
Dupin, are lost in their own separate and solitary reflections when they are 
disturbed by the appearance of their old friend the Chief of Police, who has 
been engaged in a case involving the theft of a letter belonging to the Queen. 
The letter was stolen from her apartment by the Minister D— who was able 
to make away with it by putting a letter of his own in its place. The Queen 
employs the Chief of Police to retrieve the purloined letter, but although he 
uses the most scrupulous scientific methods to examine every nook and corner 
and possible hiding place in the minister’s apartments he is unable to locate it. 
A month later, seated in the same dark and silent back library, Dupin tells the 
narrator how he managed to obtain the letter using quite different methods 
from those employed by the Chief of Police. Dupin, after having intellectually 
identified with the minister, subsequently visits his apartments. As he had 
anticipated, the letter is not concealed. It is sitting on a pasteboard card-rack 
above the mantelpiece for all to see. Dupin retrieves the letter by substituting 
a similar looking letter for it, and thus he is able to present it to the Chief of 
Police who returns it to the Queen. 
                                               
82 E Poe, Tales of mystery and imagination, Indigo Books, London, 2010, p. 126. 
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In his reading of Poe’s story, Lacan bypasses the usual Freudian 
attempts to psychoanalyse the author through his creative work. Instead, he 
uses the story to describe the workings of the unconscious and of language. 
The contents of the purloined letter remain unknown to the reader, but being 
unknown does not stop it from influencing the movements of all the 
characters in the story. The reader of Poe’s tale, while remaining ignorant of 
what the letter contains, is nonetheless a witness to the degree to which the 
unknown contents of the letter affect all of the characters. According to 
Lacan’s analysis, the unknown contents of the letter symbolises the 
unconscious, which is unknowable. Lacan is therefore asserting that it is 
precisely what is not known that dictates our movements: ‘it is the letter and 
its detour’, Lacan writes, ‘which governs … [the character’s] entrances and 
roles’.83  The letter, which is both a displaced signifier and a symbol of the 
unconscious, determines a subject’s acts, destiny, refusals, blindness, success, 
and fate, regardless of his or her gifts and education.84 
In Eco’s novel, it is a forbidden book which governs the characters’ 
movements in and around the library. Unknown signifiers in the library space 
have summoned the cast of characters, who, finding themselves in each 
other’s company, manoeuvre around each other in a race to wrestle the said 
signifiers from their secret space: a hidden chamber in the centre of the 
labyrinth of rooms which make up the library. 
In Auto-da-Fé it is the library itself which dictates the movement of the 
characters, because it is the library to which the characters attach their dreams 
and desires, however shabby, base and extravagant their dreams and desires 
may be. Communication in and around Canetti’s library space is constantly 
impeded by the degree to which all of Canetti’s characters are so engrossed in 
their own ambitions that communication with anyone else, in any real sense, 
                                               
83 J Lacan, Écrit, trs. B Fink, W. W. Norton & Company, New York, 2006, p. 21. 
84 ibid., p. 21. 
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is impossible. Nor are Canetti’s characters able to engage with the library 
space. Only Peter Kien is capable of seeing beyond the dollar value of his 
library. His vision, however, is a narrow and fragile one, which is completely 
detached from reality. In this sense, by the end of the narrative the library is 
entirely debased. 
In Kafka on the Shore the library space also has a central role, but 
Murakami’s library is less centred than Eco’s or Canetti’s. Ownership and 
control of the library are not over emphasised because the library is seen to 
belong to those who need it. Murakami’s library is also a transitory space. The 
characters in Kafka on the Shore have a nomadic quality about them. Not for a 
moment are we given the impression that any of them are there to stay. They 
enter the library to be transformed and to play a part in the transformation of 
others. This transformation is possible in Murakami’s invented library, 
because in being a place where the protagonist feels safe, a place in which he 
can dream freely, it becomes possible to conduct soundings into the deepest 
recesses of the human organism where the symbolic has taken hold.85 Lacan 
maintains that ‘nothing, however deep into the bowels of the world a hand 
may shove it, will ever be hidden there, since another hand can retrieve it, and 
that what is hidden is never but what is not in its place [manque à sa place], as a 
call slip says of a volume mislaid in a library.’86 Likewise, in The Library of the 
Seven Selves it is a disgarded book, a displaced signifier, an emblem of the 
unconscious that draws Anselm ever deeper into the intestines of the library. 
It is a lost book that promises to reveal what remains unknown to him about 
himself. 
Umberto Eco writes that ‘We have always been amazed by those 
Humanists of the 15th century who rediscovered lost manuscripts. Where did 
they find them? They found them in libraries: in libraries that served in part to 
                                               
85  ibid., p. 11. 
86  ibid., p. 17. 
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conceal books, but also served to enable them to be found again.’87 In this 
sense, libraries can be seen not only as mirrors of the world, as Eco’s narrative 
suggests, but also as spaces that reflect the multiple regions of the psychic 
apparatus.88 The whole structure of language that Lacan’s psychoanalytic 
experience discovers in the unconscious89 can, I imagine, have no more fitting 
model than the space of the library. I would, however, be reluctant to limit 
any such model to just one library. The impenetrable library of the despot, the 
Apollonian library begging to be debased, and the inviting and tranquil library 
in which the mind is free to dream, all these libraries have corresponding 
structures in the language of rich layers and regions of the conscious and 
unconscious mind. The Astorian library in The Library of the Seven Selves, it 
should be noted, is full of such libraries, and so too is the book that its 
protagonist is searching for. 
So of what are all of these inner libraries composed? In answering this 
question I draw heavily on Gaston Bachelard’s Poetics of Space. In these inner 
libraries ‘creation takes place on the tenuous thread of the sentence.’ These 
inner libraries are fibred spaces ‘traversed by the simple impetus of words that 
have been experienced’.90 In these libraries of the interior images flow into 
lines of words carrying the imagination along with them, as though the 
imagination were creating nerve fibres.91 There are no doubt dead and 
redundant regions, but there are also regions alive with discovery and the true 
joy of creation. And consciousness, as well as being something we experience, 
is something we create.
                                               
87  U Eco, ‘De Bibliotheca’ in Libraries by Candida Höfer, Thames & Hudson, London, 2005, p. 8. 
88  J Derrida, op. cit., p. 19. 
89  J Lacan, op. cit., p. 413. 
90  G Bachelard, op. cit., p. xxiv. 
91  ibid., p. xxiv. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE 
LIBRARIES AS SITES OF DEATH AND BECOMING 
 
This chapter explores the uncanny relationship in W.G. Sebald’s work 
between graveyards, which are places of the dead, and libraries, which are 
places of lost and recoverable memories that are closely affiliated with what is 
dead. His alignment of libraries with graveyards is a philosophical as well as an 
aesthetic one, and there are a number of examples of moments in Sebald’s 
texts where he brings the two together. 
The relationship between the two is found in the metaphors each gives 
birth to, as well as to what each sees as its function. This relationship will be 
explored through a reading of Sebald’s works, and it will answer the seventh 
subsidiary research question: How does Sebald enact the connections between 
death and becoming: a becoming that involves gaining access to buried 
knowledge and moving from loss to transformation? In answering this 
question, I will identify the extent that libraries, in giving access to history and 
the memories of the past, embody the enigmatic pathways between life and 
death so poignant in graveyards. Both are dusty; both encompass ideas of 
death and resurrection; both embrace inexpressible secrets, and both herald 
the human attempt to categorise and harness truth in the face of the 
unknowable. A library attempts to rescue the past from oblivion but inevitably 
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highlights that which may have been forgotten, so that in the presence of these 
edifices we are more aware of what is absent than what is present, and despite 
the human need to contain and make sense of the passing of time and life, 
there remains the fact of disorder and decay. The human task of making sense 
of life is one that entrances Sebald, and yet his work dramatises the fact that, 
within this urgency, there is the inevitable absurdity of the human condition. 
What perhaps is rescued is the valiant and relentless need of the human 
imagination to seek meaning despite inevitable failure. It is the failure before 
words that is enacted and crystallised in the juxtaposition of the library and the 
graveyard. 
 
SOUNDS OF SILENCE 
 
One element that links libraries to graveyards in Sebald’s work is dust: those 
dry particles of matter that settle in still places, and that we can touch, taste, 
see and smell, but never hear. In an interview with Sebald several years before 
his death, Eleanor Wachtel describes him as a ghost hunter. In doing so she 
may have been referring to his ability to bring lost histories to life in his 
writing, or perhaps she was referring to the ‘haunting and understated’1 style 
of his prose. At any rate, toward the end of the interview, she asks Sebald why 
Max Ferber, one of his protagonists in The Emigrants, is so attracted to dust. 
Sebald proceeds to explain why he himself has come to see dust as a sign of 
silence, and his explanation involves the description of a publisher’s private 
library in London. After recalling the ceremonial phrase ‘dust to dust, ashes to 
ashes’, words from the Book of Common Prayer which are uttered as earth is 
being cast into a grave, Sebald describes the library he has in mind: 
 
He [the publisher] lived in Kensington. He had still some business to attend 
to when I arrived, and his wife took me up to a sort of library room at the 
                                               
1 E Wachtel, ‘Ghost hunter’ in The emergence of memory: conversations with W.G. Sebald, Seven Stories 
 Press, New York, 2007, p. 37. 
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very top of this very tall, very large, terraced house. And the room was all 
full of books, and there was one chair. And there was dust everywhere; it 
had settled over many years on all those books, on the carpet, on the 
windowsill, and only from the door to the chair where you would sit down 
to read, there was a path, like a path through snow, as it were, you know, 
worn, where you could see that there wasn’t any dust because occasionally 
somebody would walk up to that chair and sit down and read a book. And I 
have never spent a more peaceful quarter of an hour than sitting in that 
particular chair. It was that experience that brought home to me that dust 
has something very, very peaceful about it.2 
 
The library Sebald describes here with its softness and stillness and silence is a 
peaceful resting place, or rather, it is a place to rest in peace, and within this 
grave-like library space there is a path to the reading experience itself: a path 
to the place where the work of the literary imagination begins. Journeys to 
spaces like this appear time and again in Sebald’s work, and in different ways 
these journeys bring libraries and graveyards together. 
Journeys of a similar nature appear in The Library of the Seven Selves. One 
such journey is Anselm’s descent into the cavern beneath the library in chapter 
XI. The old librarian tells Anselm that the space beneath the library is called 
the geniza, and he explains that the word geniza simply ‘refers to a room used 
for the storage of disused books.’3 He goes on to say: 
 
In Jewish culture, among others, it is forbidden to profane the name of God, 
and so documents bearing God’s name are not disposed of in the usual way. 
Instead, they are stored in a geniza until they can be interred in a grave like 
the dead. Sometimes, however ... these burial ceremonies are neglected, 
and the geniza itself becomes an unofficial tomb. ... instead of discarding old 
books he [Edwards] had them lowered into a cavern in the ground.’4 
 
                                               
2 E Wachtel quoting W Sebald in ‘Ghost hunter’ in The emergence of memory, op. cit., p. 59. 
3 See Part One, p. 138. 
4 ibid. 
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The custom referred to in this passage employs the language of death and 
burial to describe the disposal of disused books. In doing so, it invests the 
written word with a kind of mortality, and as texts lowered into the geniza 
can, on occasion, be retrieved, the analogy points to notions of resurrection 
and rebirth.  
Additionally, in chapter XIX of my novel, Anubis leads Anselm to a 
place in the geniza where books are lined up on the branches of leafless trees, 
and in a clearing there is a bookshelf that Anubis refers to as a columbarium, 
going on to explain that certain acts of reading and writing are acts of 
clairvoyance, clearly alluding to a link between graveyards and collections of 
books. 
 
Then he saw a ghostly bookcase standing in an open field: a bookcase that 
Anubis insisted on calling a columbarium, as though its function was to 
receive the ashes of the dead, which was when Anubis told him that certain 
act of reading and writing were acts of clairvoyance. 
‘Don’t you know,’ Anubis said, ‘that libraries are alive with the 
words of the dead. It is what poets have always been at great pains to 
explain. Dante, for instance, in his Inferno, described a library much like this 
one, but instead of books, the broken limbs of trees bled words of blood; 
and Virgil, in his Aenid, also guided readers through infernal forests.5 
 
FINDING A PHILOSOPHICAL AND AESTHETIC HOME 
 
Sebald’s ‘prose fictions’6 are full of libraries and graveyards. His focus on 
libraries is at least partially due to the fact that libraries are places where his 
displaced and melancholic protagonists feel most at home. For instance, in 
Rings of Saturn (an account of a solitary walking tour of county Suffolk) the 
                                               
5 See Part One, p. 229. 
6 In his interview with Watchel, Sebald describes The Emigrants as a form of ‘prose 
 fiction’ that exists more frequently on the European continent than in the Anglo-Saxon 
 world. In this form dialogue plays hardly any part, there is no authorial narrator, and the 
 sections are related to one another round various corners in a periscopic sort of way. 
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narrator states that whenever he is in the town of Southwald, the Sailor’s 
Reading Room is by far his ‘favourite haunt’. ‘It is better than anywhere’, he 
writes, ‘for reading, writing letters, following one’s thoughts, or in the long 
winter months simply looking out at the stormy sea as it crashes on the 
promenade’7; and the scholarly protagonist of Austerlitz, a man who has 
dedicated his whole life to the study of books, states that ‘he is equally at 
home in the Bodleian, the British Museum and the rue Richelieu’.8 In a quite 
different way, these same protagonists, who as well as being avid readers all 
share a preoccupation with death, regularly find themselves drawn into 
graveyards and other places where the remains of the dead have accumulated 
over time. One almost gets the impression that Sebald’s characters – who all, 
it has been observed, resemble Sebald himself9 – only feel at home when they 
are either surrounded by books or by slabs of mortuary stone. Two of Sebald’s 
characters even live within a stone’s throw of a graveyard. The narrator of the 
first prose narrative in The Emigrants, for example, says that he lived for some 
time in a house that stood a short distance from a ‘church with its grassy 
graveyard’,10 and to alert readers to the fact that this was a thing of no small 
importance, a photograph is included which shows a portion of this graveyard, 
in which old headstones are sheltered by the broad branches of an oak, its 
roots embedded in the material of the dead, perhaps to remind us that systems 
of life and death are inextricably entwined. Then there is the protagonist of 
Austerlitz, who we learn lived adjacent to a Jewish cemetery where members 
of the Ashkenazi community had been buried since the eighteenth century.11 
                                               
7 W Sebald, Rings of Saturn, trs. M Hulse, Vintage, London, 1998, p. 93. 
8 W Sebald, Austerlitz, trs. A Bell, Penguin Books, London, 2002, p. 393. 
9 L Schwartz, The emergence of memory: conversations with W. G. Sebald, Seven Stories 
 Press, New York, 2007, p. 13. 
10 W Sebald, The emigrants, trs. M Hulse, Vintage, London, 2002, p. 3. 
11 W Sebald, Austerlitz, op. cit., p. 408. 
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In Sebald’s prose fictions there are close to a dozen libraries and close 
to a dozen graveyards, which are either mentioned, described or represented 
visually, and as one reads Sebald’s works these sites seem to mingle and 
 
 
 
The grassy graveyard near the home of the narrator of ‘Dr Henry Selwyn’ 
 
 
 
The graveyard of London’s Ashkenazi community adjoining Austerlitz’s home 
 
multiply. There is the Bibliothèque in Deauville, which was closed for the 
duration of the narrator’s stay, and the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris, which 
the protagonist of Austerlitz critiques sharply. There is the graveyard of 
Hingham church, which is only mentioned in passing, and there is the Tower 
Hamlets Cemetery in London, which a convalescing Austerlitz observes 
through a telescope from the window of his hospital ward. This chapter will 
perform an analysis of a selection of Sebald’s graveyards and libraries in an 
attempt to grasp the nature of the implied relationship between them in his 
work. 
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THE BIBLIOTHEQUE IN DEAUVILLE 
 
Sebald’s first work to appear in English was The Emigrants, which tells the 
stories of four men displaced by war, all but one of whom go on to take their 
life at an advanced age. The first library to appear in The Emigrants is the 
Bibliothèque in Deauville, which the narrator visits in the hope of finding 
information about Ambros Adelwarth, a distinguished member of the 
narrator’s family, who, although long since dead, had stayed in Deauville 
throughout the summer of 1912 and 1913. Of all the institutions mentioned 
in this section of The Emigrants – the Musée Montebello, the archives in the 
town hall, the children’s day nursery, and the library – only the library is 
significant enough to be photographed and inserted into the text. Like all the  
 
 
 
The library in Deauville that the narrator of ‘Ambros Adelwarth’ had planned to look 
around in 
 
other institutions, the library was closed at the time of narrator’s stay. Perhaps 
Sebald inserted the photograph of the library into the text because the idea of 
an impenetrable library on a grey day appealed to him. There is, after all, 
nothing like a closed library to ignite a researcher’s curiosity. 
What the narrator might have found in the Deauville library is 
ultimately left to the reader’s imagination, but the narrator’s description, in 
The Rings of Saturn, of the Sailor’s Reading Room in Southwald gives us an 
indication of how the narrator of The Emigrants might have spent his time, had 
the library in Deauville been open during his stay. 
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THE SAILORS’ READING ROOM IN SOUTHWOLD  
 
The Sailors’ Reading Room is described as a charitable establishment, open 
from seven in the morning until almost midnight, and it is, we are told, 
almost always deserted, but for one or two surviving fishermen and seafarers 
sitting in silence.12 To begin with, the narrator leafs through the log of the 
Southwold, ‘a patrol ship that was anchored off the pier from autumn of 
1918’, and he is astounded to find that the trail of a Bi-plane and a Steam-
yacht, long since vanished from the air and the water, had remained visible on 
the paper of the Southwold’s ageing log, and so he goes on to ‘ponder the 
mysterious survival of the written word’.13 Then, in line with the 
preoccupation with death common to all Sebald’s narrators and protagonists, 
he comes across ‘a photographic history of the First World War’ containing: 
 
illustrations of all conceivable forms of violent death, from the shooting 
down of a single aviation pioneer over the Somme estuary to the mass 
slaughter in the swamps of Galicia, and pictures of French towns reduced to 
rubble, corpses rotting in the no-man’s-land between the trenches, 
woodlands razed by artillery fire, battleships sinking under black clouds of 
petroleum smoke, armies on the march, never-ending streams of refugees, 
shattered zeppelins, scenes from Prszemysl and St Quentin, from 
Montfaucon and Gallipoli, scenes of destruction, mutilation, desecration, 
starvation, conflagration, and freezing cold.14 
 
This positioning of library space as somewhere to remember and to reflect 
upon the dead is repeated time and again in Sebald’s work, until eventually 
libraries themselves, as we will see, are thrown into such close association 
with the dead that by the time Sebald writes Austerlitz they are almost 
indistinguishable from one another. 
                                               
12 W Sebald, Rings of Saturn, op. cit., p. 93. 
13 ibid., p. 93. 
14 W Sebald, The rings of Saturn, op. cit., p. 94.  
126 
 
 
THE BIBLIOTECA CIVICA IN VERONA 
 
In the Biblioteca Civica in Verona, where the narrator of Vertigo, proposes to 
spend a working day,15 we see once more this somewhat macabre use of 
library space. The narrator approaches the library only to discover that a 
notice has been attached to the main entrance which advises the public that the 
library is closed for the holiday period, but as the door stands ajar, the 
narrator enters and proceeds to described what he finds: 
 
Inside, it was so gloomy that at first I had to feel my way forwards. In vain I 
tried a number of door handles, all of which seemed curiously high to me, 
before at last I found one of the librarians in a reading room flooded with the 
mild light of early morning. He was an old gentleman with carefully 
trimmed hair and beard, who had just settled down to the day’s task behind 
his desk. ... Having listened to my protracted explanation, he went to fetch 
what I wanted and before long I was sitting near one of the windows leafing 
through the folio volumes in which the Verona newspapers dating from 
August to September 1913 were bound.16 
 
For a time the narrator is diverted by a number of advertisements dating from 
August and September 1913, and he lets his imagination conjure ‘All manner 
of silent movie scenes’,17 observing, ‘They were soundless and weightless, 
these images and words of times gone by, flaring up briefly and instantly going 
out, each of them its own empty enigma’.18 Inevitably, or so it seems, the 
newspapers turn the narrator’s thoughts to the dead. ‘1913 was a peculiar 
year’, he observes as he fingers his way through the newspaper’s time-worn 
pages. ‘The times were changing, and the spark was racing along the fuse like 
an adder through the grass’.19 It was 1913 after all, and Italy was preparing for 
                                               
15 W Sebald, Vertigo, trs. M Hulse, Vintage, London, 2002, p. 117. 
16 ibid., pp. 117-118. 
17 ibid., p. 118. 
18 ibid., pp. 120-121. 
19 ibid., p. 121. 
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war. The next article the narrator mentions deals with the murder of a 
carabiniere, after which the narrator finds a postcard in one of  the tomes on 
the front of which is a graveyard, the ‘Cimitero di Staglieno in Genoa’,20 
which becomes significant only because the narrator, after having  
 
 
 
A postcard depicting the Cimitero di Staglieno in Genoa found by the narrator of 
‘All’estero’ in the Biblioteca Civica in Verona 
 
examined every square inch of the postcard through a magnifying glass, finds it 
so familiar that he maintains that he ‘could easily have found his way around 
the site blindfolded’.21 Once again, library space is represented as a place to 
reflect upon the dead, and it is also thrown into association with a graveyard. 
 
MATHILD’S LIBRARY 
 
Another library which appears in a later section of Vertigo is also represented as 
being closely associated with the dead. The narrator of ‘Il ritorno in patria’22 
returns to his home town of W. and while gathering up and recording what he 
remembers of his childhood, and discovering what became of the people he 
had once known, he is admitted into a room that had always been barred to 
him as a child. 
 
Mathild had expressly forbidden me to open any of the doors on the top 
floor. Above all, I was not to climb up into the attic which, as Mathild had 
                                               
20 ibid., p. 123. 
21 ibid., p. 123. 
22 ‘Il ritorno in patria’translates as ‘To return to the country of your birth’. 
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given me to understand in her peculiarly persuasive manner, was the 
dwelling of someone she referred to as the grey chasseur, about whom she 
would not tell me anymore.23 
 
Mathild is one of three unmarried sisters who lived in W. and who, because 
she had always been a great reader, was thought of by the villagers as peculiar, 
if not deranged.24 Thirty odd years later, after having spent several weeks in 
his home town, this attic door from his past is finally thrown open by Lukas, a 
nephew of the sisters who is still living in the town. The attic has hardly been 
touched since the narrator’s childhood, and it is ‘a daunting sight’.25 All 
manner of objects and instruments of a bygone era are piled high or hung from 
the rafters: boxes, baskets, sacks, leather gear, doorbells, ropes, mousetraps, 
beehive frames, cases for all kinds of instruments, a bass tuba that still glints 
from beneath the layer of dust covering it, and next to it, on a faded 
eiderdown that had once been red, lies an enormous, long abandoned wasp’s 
nest.26 Close by, on a shelf that immediately attracts the narrator’s attention, 
is Mathild’s library: 
 
comprising almost a hundred volumes, which have since come into my 
possession and are proving ever more important to me. Besides various 
literary works from the last century, accounts of expeditions to the polar 
regions, textbooks on geometry and structural engineering, and a Turkish 
dictionary complete with a manual for the writing of letters … there were 
numerous religious works of a speculative character, and prayer-books 
dating back two or three hundred years, with illustrations, some of them 
perfectly gruesome, showing the torments and travails that await us all. In 
among the devotional works, to my amazement, there were several treatise 
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by Bakunin, Fourier, Bebel, Eisner, and Landauer, and an autobiographical 
novel by the socialist Lily von Braun.27 
 
Not far beyond this small private library, the narrator notices, a moment 
later, an unsettling apparition in the attic’s dim and dusty light.  This 
apparition soon materialises, but not without recalling in Lukas’s mind the 
true story of a battle in which one thousand men from the Tyrol were lost: 
 
On closer inspection it [the apparition] revealed itself as an old tailor’s 
dummy, dressed in pike-grey breeches and a pike-grey jacket ... Perhaps 
because it had been concealed behind the shaft of light that cut through the 
darkness of the attic and in which swirled the glinting particles of matter 
dissolving into weightlessness, the grey figure instantly made a most uncanny 
impression on me ... But when I stepped closer, not entirely trusting my 
eyes, and touched one of the uniform sleeves that hung down empty, to my 
utter horror it crumbled into dust 28 
 
The uniform, as it turns out, belonged to one of the Austrian chasseurs who 
fought against the French as irregulars around 1800, and its presence reminds 
Lukas of a story of a more distant Seelos who led a contingent of one thousand 
men from the Tyrol across the mountains to the upper Italian plains, where 
they were all killed in the Battle of Marengo. Sebald throws Mathild’s library 
into association with a grey and ghostly apparition, who in turn conjures up 
the story of a distant forebear who led a thousand men to their death in a 
battle which has been largely forgotten, or is, at any rate, as we are told, little 
thought of these days. There is perhaps something in the injustice of this 
forgetting that compels the narrator to admit that subsequently, in his dreams, 
he would see before him, not only the chasseur, but his own fingers, which had 
been soiled by touching him: 
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And every time, I then see before me the fingers of my right hand, dusty and 
even blackened from that one touch, like the token of some great woe that 
nothing in the world will ever put right.29 
 
DREAMS, SIGNS AND UNCONSCIOUS UNFOLDINGS 
 
Another of Sebald’s libraries that appears to be on intimate terms with the 
dead is the library that the narrator of Rings of Saturn finds in a house at the 
foot of the Slieve Bloom Mountains in Ireland. 
It is due to an association in a dream that the narrator, upon waking, 
recounts his time in the three-storey ivy covered house of the Ashburys, and 
in the process he describes the unusual library that had come into existence 
there, which is perhaps the most memorable and suggestive library to appear 
in Sebald’s works. 
The house itself belonged to the Ashburys, a family who, so Sebald 
writes, 
 
lived under their roof like refugees who have come through dreadful ordeals 
and do not now dare to settle in the place where they have ended up. It 
struck me that all the members of the family were continually wandering 
hither and tither along the corridors and up and down the stairs. One rarely 
saw them sitting calm and collected, singly or together. Even their meals 
they usually ate standing. What work they did always had about it something 
aimless and meaningless and seemed not so much a part of a daily routine as 
an expression of a deeply engrained distress.30 
 
Each of the Ashburys, it turns out, have an aimless task which they perform 
almost as though they are in a kind of waking trance. Edmund, the youngest, 
is working on a boat that he never intends to launch; the three sisters, 
Clarissa, Christina and Catherine, spend hours each day sowing and then 
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unstitching what they have sown, and Mrs Ashbury’s task has taken over a 
room that had once been the library. As the narrator explains: 
 
Mrs Ashbury collected flower seeds in paper bags. Once she had written the 
name, date, location, colour and other details on the bags, she would clap 
them over the dead heads of the blooms, in the overgrown flower beds or 
further afield in the meadows, and tie them up with string. Then she would 
cut off the stalks, bring the bagged heads indoors and hang them up on a 
much-knotted line that criss-crossed what was once the library. There were 
so many of these white-bagged flower-stalks hanging under the library 
ceiling that they resembled clouds of paper, and when Mrs Ashbury stood on 
the library steps to hand or take down the rustling seed-bags she half-
vanished among them like a saint ascending into heaven. Once they had been 
taken down, the bags were stored under some inscrutable system on the 
shelves, which had evidently been long since unburdened of books. I do not 
think Mrs Ashbury had any idea what distant fields the seeds she collected 
might one day fall on31 
  
The Ashbury library has almost left the written word behind; the only words 
there are those that describe what seeds the seed-bags contain. This invented 
library resembles the place in our intellectual apparatus within which, as 
Heidegger puts it, ‘poetic saying borders on the fateful source of speech’.32 
Here images germinate and emerge from darkness into light. Bachelard has 
observed that ‘the human psyche forms itself first and foremost in images’.33 
What Sebald has created is a library space within which such images appear 
alongside what we could describe as the seeds of words. While seated in this 
library, the narrator describes Mrs Ashbury as a saint ascending into heaven, 
which suggests that the library space is somehow also a space beyond the 
grave. This image of Mrs Ashbury may have been suggested to Sebald by an 
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image he included in his prose narrative Vertigo. In the section entitled 
‘All’estero’, Salvatore, a resident of Venice and a lover of the arts, describes 
the crackling conflagration of an opera house, after which he plants the 
following image in the narrator’s mind: ‘through swathes of smoke beneath 
the ceiling an unfamiliar figure comes floating down. Di morte l’angelo a noi 
s’appressa. Già veggo il ciel discindersi.’34 
 
 
 
The angel of death descends through the ceiling of a burning opera house 
 
This image at once resembles and reverses the literary image of Mrs Ashbury 
ascending into her rustling seed-bag heavens. Mrs Ashbury’s ascent is a symbol 
of the psyche entering a space where language can be experienced, and the 
angel of death’s descent is a symbol of language and experience being erased, 
and this erasure is linked to the opening of a space in which the psyche can 
commune with the dead. Both images represent spaces of transition and 
surrender. Mrs Ashbury is surrendering to a space on the other side of words, 
and the angel of death descends to enforce a surrender to what lies beyond the 
grave. 
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A little later, the narrator of Rings of Saturn is invited into the 
Ashburys’ bookless library to view several reels of silent film depicting what 
the estate had looked like in years gone by: 
  
Mrs Ashbury was already waiting for the show to begin. I sat down beside 
her under the paper-bag heavens, the light went out, the projector began to 
whirr, and on the bare wall above the mantel-piece the mute images of the 
past appeared, at times quite still and then again following jerkily one upon 
another, headlong, and rendered unclear by the projection scratches. … 
When the reel was through there was silence for a long time in the library, 
which was now lit only dimly by the light from the hall.35 
 
In this passage, the library blooms forth in mute images beneath the ‘paper-
bag heavens’, or rather beneath what we can perhaps interpret as a kind of 
intellectual library composed of dormant word-seeds. It is also worth 
mentioning that the way in which the images appear, ‘at times quite still and 
then following jerkily one upon another, headlong, and rendered unclear by 
the projection scratches’, describes the way in which images from memory 
and imagination appear to the mind’s eye. Instead of projection scratches, 
however, to construct the past we must contend with the tricks that memory 
and imagination play. In these mute images that appear within Mrs Ashbury’s 
flower-seed library we are in turn reminded of the photographs of the village 
of Llanwddyn in Austerlitz, which, we are told, was submerged in 1888 upon 
the completion of the Vyrnwy reservoir. 
Llanwddyn, before its submersion, was ‘a village of at least forty … 
houses and farms, together with the church of St. John of Jerusalem, three 
chapels, and three pubs’.36 Several photographs of the village before its 
submersion play on Austerlitz’s mind, and as there are no other pictures of 
any kind in the manse where he was raised, he ‘leafed again and again through 
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these few photographs … until’, so he tells the narrator, ‘the people looking 
out of them … became as familiar to me as if … I were living with them 
down at the bottom of the lake’.37 
 
      
 
Photographs of the village of Llanwddyn before its submersion 
 
Austerlitz imagines all the villagers ‘still down in the depths, sitting in their 
houses and walking along the road, but unable to speak and with their eyes 
opened far too wide’.38 
The oceanic imagination of Sebald’s protagonist takes over where the 
photographs leave off, until a whole village of the dead is brought into 
existence, and this act of the imagination erodes the veil between this life and 
the next. Sometimes the narrator sees the dead ‘walking down the road in 
Bala, or out in the fields, particularly around noon on hot summer days, when 
there was no one else about and the air flickered hazily’.39 To further this 
sense of erosion, a Welsh cobbler named Evan is introduced into the 
narrative, and he speaks of how little separates the living from the dead: 
‘nothing but a piece of silk’, he says, ‘separates us from the next world’.40 
This observation is linked to the significance the author attributes to the 
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cultivation of silk, a significance revealed in his description of the poet 
Swinburne in his library in London. The narrator of Rings of Saturn weaves 
death into his account of Swinburne’s library by noting that a visitor once 
described Swinburne as a strange insect in a Leiden jar. 
 
Time and again, looking at Swinburne ... he was reminded of the ashy grey 
silkworm, Bombyx mori, be it because of how he munched his way through his 
food bit by bit or be it because, out of the snooze he had slipped into after 
lunch, he abruptly awoke to new life, convulsed with electric energy, and, 
flapping his hands flitted about his library, like a startled moth, clambering 
up and down the stands and ladders to fetch the one or other treasure from 
the shelves.41 
 
METAPHORS AND METAMORPHOSIS 
 
This description of Swinburne leads us into the heart of one of Sebald’s most 
seductive metaphors: a metaphor that aligns the work of the silkworm with 
the not entirely dissimilar work of writers. This brief allusion to the silkworm 
is brought more fully into focus in the final chapter of the Rings of Saturn, in 
which Sebald embarks upon a brief history of silk cultivation in the west. In 
part, this involves an explanation of how and why silkworms produce silk. 
The worms that hatch from the eggs laid by the female moth emerge, so we 
are informed, ‘enrobed in a black, velvety fur’ and during the six to seven 
weeks of their life they are 
 
overcome by sleep on four or five occasions and, after shedding their old 
skin, emerge from each one re-made, always whiter, smoother and larger, 
becoming more beautiful, and finally almost transparent. A few days after 
the last sloughing one can notice a redness on the throat, which heralds the 
onset of metamorphosis. The caterpillar now stops eating, runs about 
restlessly, and, seeking to leave the low earth behind, strives to gain greater 
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heights, until it has found the right place and can start to weave its cell from 
the resinous juices produced in its insides.42 
 
This cell, woven as it is from the resinous juices inside the silkworm, performs 
the same function as Austerlitz’s office in London, which was ‘like a stock-  
 
 
 
Austerlitz’s office in London 
 
room of books and papers with hardly any space left for himself, let alone his 
students, among the stacks piled high on the floor and the overhead shelves’.43 
Like ‘the ashy grey silkworm, Bombyx mori’, Austerlitz has a task that he barely 
understands.44 He is compelled to create a cocoon woven from a seemingly 
endless thread of words. Like the task of Kafka’s protagonist in ‘The Burrow’, 
Austerlitz’s task involves the creation of a very particular type of intellectual 
space: a type of space that resembles the shelters animals build to protect their 
developmental processes from the elements of the outside world, but what 
threatens to destabilise Austerlitz’s life comes from within. 
In an observation in Rings of Saturn that describes a similar structure, 
the narrator takes the idea of a woven structure from the personal to the 
global as he contemplates a photograph of a South African diamond mine. 
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A South African diamond mine 
 
Sebald links the myriad hoists and winches of this mine to the whole unruly 
system of things – houses, factories, roads, vehicles – that man has made and 
which are all tied together ‘into networks of a complexity that goes far beyond 
the power of any one individual to imagine’45 and the ultimate goal of which 
remains stubbornly obscure. This image also suggests a complex intellectual 
system, the purpose of which is to bring information buried at various depths, 
and corresponding to different periods of time, back to the surface and into 
the light to be experienced again. It symbolises unconscious information being 
translated into conscious thought, which is what Austerlitz is attempting to do 
when he visits the Bibliotheque Nationale. 
In Austerlitz Sebald describes two empty libraries. The first is the 
abandoned French National Library building on the rue Richelieu, about 
which he writes somewhat nostalgically: 
 
The old Bibliothèque Nationale in the rue Richelieu has been closed, as I saw 
for myself not long ago ... the domed hall with its green porcelain 
lampshades which cast such a soothing, pleasant light is deserted, the books 
have been taken off the shelves, and the readers, who once sat at the desks 
numbered with little enamel plates in close contact with their neighbours 
and silent harmony with those who had gone before them, might have 
vanished from the face of the earth.46 
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The empty former Bibliothèque Nationale de France on the rue Richelieu 
 
The second empty library in Austerlitz is, astonishingly, the new French 
National Library, the four glazed towers of which, Sebald writes, are largely 
empty behind their closed blinds.47 
As we have already noted, Austerlitz is equally at home in the 
Bodleian, the British Museum and the rue Richelieu.48 The new Bibliotheque 
Nationale in Paris, however, fills him with dismay. Austerlitz finds both the 
location of the Grande Bibliotheque and the means of getting to it both 
inconvenient and discouraging; he finds the architectural dimensions hideous 
and ‘evidently inspired by the late President’s wish to perpetuate his 
memory’, for which reason the library proved to be ‘both in its outer 
appearance and inner constitution unwelcoming if not inimical to human 
beings’, and worse still, he adds, it seems to run ‘counter, on principle, one 
might say, to the requirements of any true reader’.49 
 
LIBRARIES AND THE DEPARTED 
 
As we have seen, libraries tend to turn the thoughts of Sebald’s narrators and 
protagonists towards death and the dead, but the new Bibliotheque Nationale 
appears to have death built into its very design. Between the four glazed L-
shaped towers that rise twenty-two storeys into the air, there is a plot of earth 
that from above resembles an open grave. This sunken, rectangular courtyard 
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at the center of the library has been planted with about a hundred full grown 
pines from Normandy’s Forêt de Bord. Sebald does not directly allude to the 
visual association between this central courtyard and an open grave, but the 
theme of death certainly permeates his protagonist’s description of the library. 
The pines in the inner courtyard have ‘blotched red trunks’ as though they  
 
 
 
The New Bibliotheque Nationale de France with its central courtyard that from above 
resembles an open grave 
 
have been wounded, and they are ‘fixed in place with steel hawsers’, which 
puts one in mind of torture chambers. In addition to this, the ‘mythical 
squirrels said to have been brought to the library in the hope that they would 
increase and multiply’50 are nowhere to be seen, and this fact seems to speak 
of the sterility of the whole monumental enterprise. Austerlitz also notes that 
several times ‘birds which had lost their way in the library forest flew into the 
mirror images of the trees in the reading-room windows, struck the glass with 
a dull thud, and fell lifeless to the ground’,51 a clear allusion to the tendency  
the library has to kill free thought. Eventually, ‘Confronted day after day by a 
system which appeared to consist entirely of obstructions’, Austerlitz 
abandons his search for traces of his father, and turns to Balzac’s story of 
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Colonel Chabert, who after receiving a sabre blow on the battlefield of Eylau, 
sinks unconscious to the ground, after which he is thrown into a mass grave 
where he finally comes to in excruciating pain.52 This story reinforces the 
suspicion Austerlitz had always entertained, that the border between life and 
death is less impermeable than we commonly think. 
In the Bibliotheque Nationale, Austerlitz’s thoughts about death 
deepen as though they were falling down a well or sinking into an open grave, 
and we understand why Austerlitz experiences fits of vertigo. Sebald himself 
likened the act of gazing into the past to looking down a well shaft: 
 
It’s like looking down a well shaft. Looking in the past  has always given me 
that vertiginousness sense. It’s the desire, almost, or the temptation that you 
might throw yourself into it, as it were, over the parapets and down.53 
 
Later, Austerlitz flicks through the pages of an architectural journal in which 
he sees a photograph of a ‘room filled with open shelves up to the ceiling 
where the files on the prisoners in the little fortress of Terezín … are kept  
 
      
 
The room filled with open shelves up to the ceiling where the files on the prisoners in the 
little fortress of Terezín are kept 
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today’,54 and at the sight of this records room, he says, ‘a kind of ideé fixe 
forced itself upon me that, all along, my true place of work should have been 
there in the little fortress of Terezín, where so many had perished in the cold, 
damp casemates’.55 This records room is, in fact, a strange combination of 
library and graveyard. But it is a library/graveyard in which a ‘cold order is 
maintained’,56 for it embodies the German and Jewish obsession with dusting 
and cleanliness that Sebald spoke of in his interview with Eleanor Wachtel. It 
is moreover the symbol of an activity which attempts to repress memory at 
the same time as it strives to ward off death. It is therefore not surprising that 
many of Sebald’s narrators’ and protagonists’ excursions into dusty library 
spaces involve attempts to re-imagine/invoke the dead. 
Sebald is not the only author to recognise the shadows of death that the 
library casts. In the following passage from Trout Fishing in America Richard 
Brautigan brings libraries and graveyards together: 
 
The bookstore was a parking lot for used graveyards. Thousands of 
graveyards were parked in rows like cars. Most of the books were out of 
print, and no one wanted to read them anymore and the people who had 
read the books had died or forgotten about them57 
 
Brautigan, by speaking of books as though they are used graveyards, and by 
investing the bookstore with an air of the unwanted, the dead and the 
forgotten, alludes to the resurrectionary possibilities inherent in collections of 
books: the ability they have, that is, to revive realities that have been either 
lost or abandoned. He leaves us with the suggestion that it might be possible 
to reverse out of the ‘parking lot’ and take one of the used graveyards/books 
for a drive. In a similar way, Dante, by choosing Virgil to act as his guide 
through realms beyond the grave, designates the poet’s words, both his own, 
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and Virgil’s, as mediums through which unreachable, impenetrable and 
unimagined realities can be explored. Brautigan is beginning to explore the 
relationship between graveyards and collections of books, while Dante, 
through his choice of guide, is exposing the relationship that exists between 
death and the word. Marcel Proust, speaking metaphorically, also notes the 
resemblance between graveyards and libraries when he writes: ‘a book is a 
huge cemetery in which on the majority of the tombs the names are effaced 
and can no longer be read’.58 Sebald explores these associated relationship 
further in his description of the Bibliotheque Nationale. 
Stewart Brand, the author of How Buildings Learn: what happens after 
they’re built, understands the folly behind the design of monumental buildings 
like the new Bibliotheque Nationale: 
 
Institutions aspire to be eternal, and they let that ambition lead them to the 
wrong physical strategy. Instead of opting for long-term flexibility, they go 
for monumentality, seeking to embody their power in physical grandeur. … 
[Such buildings try] to stand for the function instead of serving it.59 
 
It was perhaps this particular outsized building that Sebald was thinking of 
when he wrote that ‘somehow we know by instinct that outsized buildings 
cast the shadow of their own destruction before them, and are designed from 
the first with an eye to their later existence as ruins’.60 This statement, which 
condenses centuries into a single line, expresses a view of time the 
vertiginousness of which is illustrated several pages later, when, standing on 
the eighteenth floor of the south-east tower of the grand library, a friend 
states, while looking down, that sometimes ‘he felt the current of time 
streaming around his temples and brow when he was up here’.61 
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One of the final turns in this section linking library space to the dead 
takes place as this friend informs Austerlitz of the history of the site upon 
which the new library stands, which had once been the site ‘until the end of 
the war’ of ‘an extensive warehousing complex to which the Germans brought 
all the loot they had taken from the homes of the Jews of Paris’.62 From this 
site, the goods were transported in train loads to the bombed cities of the 
Reich, and the history of this activity is buried, so Lemoine informs Austerlitz, 
in the most literal sense beneath the foundations of our pharaonic President’s 
Grande Bibliotheque’.63 In this way, Sebald’s narrator finally and vividly 
brings the Bibliotheque Nationale into association with the countless Parisian 
Jews who, as well as being dispossessed of all their material possessions, were 
transported to their death. Sebald transforms the library into a site within 
which to remember them: ‘The tree-tops of the pine grove,’ he writes, 
‘which from this high vantage point had resembled moss-covered ground now 
formed a regular black rectangle’.64 This pine grove at the centre of the library 
comes to resemble the dark rectangular shape of an open grave, down which it 
might be possible to see into the past or to sink down into the realm of the 
dead. This porthole, as it were, has been positioned at the centre of the 
library, which alludes, perhaps unconsciously, to the chequered past of the 
land upon which the library was built. It could, however, also be alluding to 
one of the functions of library space, a function it happens to share with the 
space of a forest. 
 
FUNCTIONS OF SPACE: THE LIBRARY AND THE NATURAL WORLD 
 
In his Poetics of Space, the phenomenologist Gaston Bachelard observes that 
‘We do not have to be long in the woods to experience the always rather 
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anxious impression of “going deeper and deeper” into a limitless world’,65 and 
this sense of limitlessness, which, he writes, ‘originates in a body of 
impressions which has little connection with geographical information’,66 is 
something we can also experience inside a library. In fact, the front cover of 
The Library at Night, a book on the nature of library space by Alberto Manguel, 
goes one step further than the Bibliotheque Nationale in uniting the sense of 
immensity we experience in a forest with the sense of immensity we 
experience in a library. 
 
 
 
Richard Seagraves’ image of a solitary reader seated by a lamp in the depths of a forest 
 
Richard Seagraves’ image of a solitary reader seated by a lamp in the 
depths of a forest unites the immensity of intellectual life with the sense of 
immensity that forests create. Bachelard goes on to quote a few lines by 
Pierre-Jean Jouve, who sees the forest as a kind of graveyard, and Jouve’s 
graveyard is a graveyard with a voice: 
 
Pious forest, shattered forest, where the dead are left lying 
Infinitely closed, dense with pinkish straight old stems 
Infinitely serried, older and greyed 
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On the vast, deep, mossy bed, a velvet cry.67 
 
Of this passage Bachelard writes: ‘The pious forest is shattered, closed, 
serried. It accumulates its infinity within its own boundaries.68 This forest is 
infinitely closed and yet infinite, and, like libraries, it has been associated with 
what is dead, what is absent, but also with what can emerge from the vast 
deep mossy bed. 
Manguel, who is a true dreamer of libraries, also writes of the absences 
libraries create: 
 
We dream of a library of literature created by everyone and belonging to no 
one, a library that is immortal and will mysteriously lend order to the 
universe, and yet we know that every orderly choice, every catalogued 
realm of the imagination, sets up a tyrannical hierarchy of exclusion. Every 
library is exclusionary, since its selection, however vast, leaves outside its 
walls endless shelves of writing that, for reasons of taste, knowledge, space 
and time, have not been included. Every library conjures up its own dark 
ghost; every ordering sets up, in its wake, a shadow library of absences.69 
 
LIBRARIES, ABSENCE AND THE POWER OF THE WORD 
 
There is another way in which libraries represent absence; the practice of 
writing is, after all, aimed at making what is absent present through the use of 
symbols. In this way, books in libraries and gravestones in cemeteries perform 
a similar function. They work to bring slices of time from deep in the past to 
the forefront of our mind. Writers have long known of this correspondence 
between death and the word; they have long been aware, that is, of the occult 
nature of some forms of reading and writing. We know Sebald was aware of 
it, because the epigraph he uses to introduce his first book of poetry is a line 
from Dante’s Inferno, in which Dante addresses Virgil before being led by him 
                                               
67 G Bachelard quoting P Jouve in The poetics of space, trs. M Jolas, Beacon Press, Boston, 
 1969, p. 186. 
68 ibid. 
69 A Manguel, The library at night, Yale University Press, New Haven & London, 2008,  p. 107. 
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into to the realm beyond the grave, which, it should be added, initially takes 
the form of a forest: 
 
Now go, the will within us being one: 
you be my guide, lord, master from this day, 
I said to him; and when he, moved, led on 
 
I entered on the steep wild-wooded way.70 
 
Sebald also alludes to the connection between death and the word by 
including a photograph of a gravestone upon which an image of a feather quill 
for writing has been carved. It is an image that appears to see writing as an 
attempt to revive the dead, and this reflects Sebald’s deep interest in the 
names of the dead which are engraved on tombstones in graveyards. 
 
 
 
The symbol of the writer’s quill on the headstone of Friederike Halbleile 
 
Sebald’s narrators and protagonists, who are all scholars and writers, 
are drawn to an inner immensity, where the absent-on-account-of-death and 
the absent-on-account-of-repression can be written back into existence. So, as 
well as gravitating towards libraries, his protagonists find themselves drawn to 
graveyards, which is why both death and the past, and the written word which 
                                               
70 W Sebald quoting Dante in After Nature, trs. M Hamburger, Penguin Books, London, 
 2003, p. 3. 
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gives them both meaning, are linked together in Sebald’s work by narrators 
and protagonists who all suffer from a ‘deeply engrained distress’,71 which 
compels them to wander through shadow realms72 that have insidiously 
extended themselves ‘into the light of day’.73 They are driven to search out 
the immensity within themselves by means of the amassed signs and symbols 
that graveyards and libraries contain as markers. It is an activity that is linked 
to a more complex understanding of the flow of time. 
 
DISORDER AND TIME PASSING: FAILURE BEFORE WORDS 
 
In Michel Foucault’s essay ‘Of other spaces’ both libraries and graveyards are 
designated as heterotopias of indefinitely accumulating time, within which 
time never stops building up and topping its own summit’.74 Sebald’s 
descriptions of graveyards do contain heterotopian elements, but instead of 
time building up and topping its own summit, time is in a state of disorder and 
decay. One gets the impression that Sebald would feel ill at ease in a cemetery 
that was neat and controlled. Sebald’s narrator in The Emigrants, for example, 
travels to Kissingen in Bavaria to visit a cemetery where he suspects he may 
find gravestones belonging to the friends and family of the artist Max Ferber. 
Everything in Kissingen is neat, predictable, organised and conservative 
except, that is, for the Jewish cemetery.75 
The narrator receives the keys to the Jewish cemetery from a panic-
stricken bureaucrat in a remote office in a perpetually peaceful council 
chambers in the town, but despite the orderly labels on the keys neither key  
fits the lock of the cemetery gate.76 After climbing the wall, the narrator 
describes what he sees as having little to do with cemeteries as one thinks of 
them; instead, he writes, ‘before me lay a wilderness of graves, neglected for 
                                               
71 W Sebald, Rings of Saturn, op. cit., p. 211. 
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years, crumbling and gradually sinking into the ground amidst tall grass and 
wild flowers under the shade of trees’.77 The later description of the Tower 
Hamlets cemetery runs along similar lines: 
 
Most of these memorials had long ago been tilted to one side or thrown over 
entirely by the roots of the sycamores which were shooting up everywhere. 
The sarcophagi covered with pale-green, grey, ochre and orange lichens 
were broken, some of the graves themselves had risen above the ground or 
sunk into it, so that you might think an earthquake had shaken this abode of 
the departed, or else that, summoned to the Last Judgement, they had 
upset, as they rose from their resting places, the neat and tidy order we 
impose on them.78 
 
This cemetery, which upsets the neat and tidy order we impose on things, 
upsets, above all, our neat and orderly construction of time. 
 
      
 
The Jewish cemetery in Kissingen 
 
                                               
77 ibid., pp. 223-224. 
78 ibid., pp. 320-322.  
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The Tower Hamlets cemetery in London 
 
Time in these graveyards is collapsing under its own weight in a way 
that the Bishopsgate mass grave, which Austerlitz describes, seems to take a 
step further. The site of Bishopsgate station in London was, so Austerlitz 
informs the narrator, where the bleachfields and also the mass graves of 
London were located, and ‘On the far side of the bleachfields’ were ‘the 
places where the dead were buried once the churchyards of London could 
hold no more’. 79 
 
When space becomes too cramped the dead, like the living, move out into 
less densely populated districts where they can rest at a decent distance from 
each another. But more and more keep coming, a never-ending succession 
of them, and in the end, when the space is entirely occupied, graves are dug 
through existing graves to accommodate them, until all the bones in the 
cemetery lie jumbled up together.80 
 
                                               
79 ibid., pp. 183-184. 
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Mass grave near Bishopsgate station in London 
 
Venturing with Sebald from graveyard to graveyard, it is easy to come to the 
conclusion that his notion of time corresponds to his descriptions of these 
heterotopic sites. It is, in fact, on this very site that Austerlitz experiences ‘a 
kind of heartache which, as I was beginning to sense was caused by the vortex 
of past time’.81 Perhaps Fernando Pessoa in The Book of Disquiet was describing 
this vortex when he wrote: 
 
My soul is a black maelstrom , a great madness spinning about a vacuum, the 
swirling of a vast ocean around a hole in the void, and in the waters, more 
like whirlwinds than waters, float images of all I ever saw or heard in the 
world82 
 
The last graveyard described in Austerlitz is the graveyard situated 
alongside Austerlitz’s own London home. Austerlitz urges the narrator to 
‘ring the bell at the gateway in the brick wall adjoining his house, for behind 
that wall, although he had never been able to see it from any of his windows, 
there was a plot where lime trees and lilacs grew and in which members of the 
Ashkenazi community bad been buried ever since the eighteenth century’.83 
                                               
81 ibid., p. 182. 
82 F Pessoa, The book of disquiet, Serpent’s Tail, trs. M Costa, London, 1991, p. 9. 
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Austerlitz suspects that it was from this cemetery that moths used to fly into 
his house, and we can see these moths as symbols of the porousness of the veil 
between the living and the dead, or rather as a form of communication 
between the cemetery and the library, because the homes of men like 
Austerlitz, who have devoted their life to the study of books, become, over 
time, libraries in their own right. There are other symbols of a like kind of 
porousness in Sebald's other prose works. 
In the Ditchingham churchyard, for instance, the narrator is diverted 
by a particular tombstone: 
 
What struck me about this tomb were the round holes on the upper edges of 
the four sides. They reminded me somehow of the air-holes we used to 
make as children in the lids of the boxes in which we kept the cockchafers 
we caught  … It was possible, I thought to myself, that the bereaved had had 
these holes bored into the stone in the eventuality that the dear departed in 
her sepulchre should wish once more to breathe the air.84 
 
 
 
A tombstone in Ditchingham churchyard with holes bored into the stone 
 
This characteristic Sebaldian observation, which suggests a porousness in the 
barrier between the living and the dead, is followed to a kind of conclusion in 
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his unfinished work Campo Santo, in which he observes that ‘many old 
Corsican women used to go out to the dwellings of the dead after the day’s 
work was done, to listen to what they had to say and consult them on the 
cultivation of the land and other matters to do with the correct conduct of 
life’.85 In Campo Santo the narrator enters the Piana graveyard in Corsica after 
having just had a near-death experience while swimming. Again, as was the 
case in Kissingen, in Tower Hamlets, in Ditchingham and in Bishopsgate, the 
dead seem to be upsetting the neat order we impose upon things: 
 
Many of the graves standing in untidy rows all over the dry slope, their lines 
everywhere broken or slightly displaced, have already sunk into the ground, 
and are partially overlapped by later additions. Hesitantly, and with that 
touch of reluctance that one feels even today in approaching the dead too 
closely, I clambered over crumbling plinths and edgings, tombstones shifted 
out of place, ruinous masonry, a crucifix fallen from its mount and 
disfigured by rust marks, a leaden urn, an angel’s hand – silent fragments of 
a town abandoned years ago.86 
 
In the Piana graveyard time is also collapsing under its own weight. There is a 
site in Austerlitz, however, within which attempts have been made to keep the 
dead in a compartmentalised and controlled condition: a site that is not quite a 
graveyard and not quite a library, but within which the two sites are combined 
in an unsettling way. This site is ‘the room filled with open shelves up to the 
ceiling where the files on the prisoners in the little fortress of Terezín ... are 
kept’,87 a large format photograph of which causes Austerlitz to develop the 
idée fixe that all along, his true place of work should have been there ... where 
so many had perished in the cold, damp casemates’.88 The work of which 
Austerlitz speaks in this passage is linked to the completion of what many of 
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Sebald’s protagonists refer to as their ‘task’: a term Sebald often uses to 
describe an activity that is at once ‘seemingly pointless’89 and ‘not so much a 
part of a daily routine as an expression of deeply engrained distress.’90 In a 
review that appeared in The New York Review of Books, Tim Parks observes that 
‘The word “task” appears frequently and comically in Vertigo, most often in 
Thomas Bernhard’s sense of an action that one is simply and irrationally 
compelled to do, not a social duty or act of gainful employment”.91 There is, 
however, something vaguely destructive in these compulsive acts. In The 
Emigrants, for instance, the dust obsessed artist Max Ferber says that the task 
of ‘remembering, writing and reading’ that his mother’s memoirs called him 
to ‘seemed to him like one of those evil German fairy tales in which, once you 
are under the spell, you have to carry on to the finish, till your heart breaks, 
with whatever work you have begun’.92 The tasks that Sebald’s protagonists 
set for themselves usually involve a compulsive activity not unlike the author’s 
compulsive need to write. In discussing his own experience of writing, Sebald 
says that the habitual nature of creative writing is very closely linked to 
neurotic disorders, that is, ‘you have to do it for a certain periods of time and 
then you don’t do it for other periods of time, and then you have to do it again 
and you do it in an obsessive manner. It is a behavioural problem in one 
way’.93 These tasks, which resemble the tireless activity of the silkworm that 
remains unable, despite all its efforts, to fathom the end result of its labour, 
are linked, in Sebald’s prose narratives, to the always fraught notion of 
identity. Tim Parks notes that by using Stendhal’s baptismal name, Henri 
Beyle, instead of his pseudonym, Sebald, in the first section of Vertigo, is 
alerting us ‘to the extent to which identity is invented as well as given and 
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therefore involves continuous effort’.94 The tasks that Sebald’s protagonists set 
for themselves are intimately linked to this continuous effort to maintain an 
identity, and the compulsive nature of these tasks and their cyclic repetitions 
are perhaps cyclic precisely because they are revolving around an absence. As 
Michael Silverblatt puts it, in discussing Austerlitz with Sebald, 
 
the train station recalls a fortress, and there’s a gradual opening out, an 
unfolding of structures and interpositions ... And it extends with, it seems to 
me, an invisible referent – that as we go from the zoo to the train station, 
from the train station to the fortress, from the fortress to the jail, to the 
insane asylum, that the missing term is the concentration camp...95 
 
Sebald’s conception of the ‘task’ as an obsessively repeated activity that is as 
creative as it is destructive seems emblematic of the task humanity has set 
itself with its library projects. The need to structure what we know, to make 
patterns that loop back on themselves, to spatially and chronologically map 
our memories and dreams, could be representative of a deeper need of which 
we remain unaware. Perhaps this is why Sebald maintained that if you can 
release yourself from the passage of time then that is in a sense a form of 
redemption.96 In libraries and graveyards, where time is disrupted and where 
the order we impose on it breaks down, the veil that separates life from death 
and the conscious from the unconscious becomes less opaque; it disintegrates, 
and it is easy to imagine that it disintegrates into dust. In the slow 
disintegration of the library, in the dust it leaves behind, Sebald identified a 
path that leads to a silent place of redemptive acts, and in this silence, that 
certainly corresponds to the deep silence of the grave, words become 
disorderly, they disintegrate, they die and are reborn. 
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Sebald’s narrators and protagonists use libraries and graveyards to 
revive what has been buried or submerged in the past. For these men, silence 
is a necessary part of their deeply personal soundings and excavations, as only 
in silence can they build suitable aesthetic and philosophical homes for 
themselves. In such homes, tasks of metaphorical creation towards personal 
metamorphosis occur: tasks that involve an engagement with language, with 
the physical world and with the world of the dead. As they complete these 
tasks Sebald’s characters enter two different states. In the first state, libraries 
and graveyards are experienced as places of knowledge, control and the 
ordered division of time. In the second of these states, however, libraries and 
graveyards are experienced as places of speculation, chaos and time’s 
disintegration and decay. 
There are a number of scenes in The Library of the Seven Selves in which 
the order of time begins to dissolve, and each of these scenes is followed by a 
descent into a realm of timelessness. The first of these descents is 
foregrounded by Anselm’s experience of timelessness while reading in chapter 
V: 
 
Half an hour later, Anselm was seated at an antique writing desk, a pile of 
books on the history of Astoria open before him. For most of the morning, 
he was transported to a realm outside of time within which he saw the 
foundation stone of the library being laid and saw satellite libraries springing 
up like so many seedlings97 
 
The next time Anselm experiences a sense of timelessness is shortly before his 
descent into the geniza in chapter XI. It is a more profound experience, and as 
such it affects his perception of space. 
 
Anselm saw a clock face high above him, and he noticed that its slim second 
hand had come to rest. Then looking around at the desks and shelves and 
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reading lamps of the library, he became convinced that time had finally 
wound down, and that he was somehow standing outside of time itself. 
Without time moving him forward, the library was without weight, and 
Anselm froze, fearing a movement would send ripples through his 
surroundings, buckling floorboards, dislodging lampshades, setting the 
book-stacks askew, and shifting letters and illustrations around inside the 
books.98 
 
This sense of timelessness is also linked to Basho’s leaping frog haiku, which is 
referred to in Chapter XIX: ‘There was something timelessness about the 
aqueous realm that Basho’s frog was plunging into. In fact, the poem 
described how Anselm felt as he fell into the geniza.’99 The loss of the 
chronometer during Burton’s and Speke’s expedition in chapter XIII also 
foregrounds a movement into timelessness, and an associated movement into 
spatial confusion: ‘when their last chronometer expires, time itself flows free. 
Without a way to measure time, they can no longer measure space’.100 In a 
similar way, in chapter XX, the ship upon which Edwards and Homer are 
sailing is set adrift in time and space owing to the loss of the marine 
chronometer. 
 
Then on the night that their marine chronometer expired, the fixed 
constellations shattered and flowed free, and they entered an ocean in which 
time zones collided and combined, and where space, having sloughed off 
rigid laws, was wholly formless and free.101 
 
In addition, during Clara’s night journey to visit her mother, a contemplation 
of the movement of water on a windshield carries her into a similar realm: 
‘Clara was carried by the rainwater’s smooth translucent flow into a chamber 
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of her past that she thought she had left behind’.102 And finally, as Edwards’ 
dies he imagines the library being consumed by fire, which releases characters 
from the books that have confined them. All times appear to coexist during 
the moments of Edwards’ death: 
 
As Edwards passed over, he saw a thousand spectral figures leaving the 
library. He saw a singed Odysseus stumbling out into the smoke-black night, 
and he saw Jason in a woeful state still morning his murdered sons; on a bed 
of flame he saw Ruggerio slipping a ring on Angelica’s finger, and on the 
High Street, Jacob and his angel were locked in a violent embrace, while 
Gilgamesh wept as the walls of the library came to ground. And a host of 
other wraith like figures were all lost and meaningless now that the words 
that had guided them through life had been destroyed.103 
 
Like the characters in The Library of the Seven Selves, Sebald’s characters have 
access to both the first and second of these states. The library can be a site of 
knowledge, control and the ordered division of time, but it can also be a site 
of speculation, chaos and time’s disintegration and decay. It should also be 
noted that Edwards’ realisation that the library would be incomplete without a 
geniza is a realisation that death, decay and chaos are essential to the 
functioning of life, growth and order; the Astorian Library accepts the 
functioning of both. 
 
The Astorian Public Library’s geniza, however, is not religious in nature. It 
came into being as the result of a collective need for such a place; Edwards 
was far sighted enough to know that his library would be incomplete without 
it. So instead of discarding old books he had them lowered into a cavern in 
the ground.104 
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In the first, they find themselves confronted by their own failure before 
the realm of words: a failure linked to the weight of the rigid systems the past 
has been made to submit to. Only in the second of these states, within which 
the imagination both disarranges and deforms, can they be transformed by 
important moments of conjunction, creation and release.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This exegesis has responded to research questions that informed the writing of 
The Library of the Seven Selves, and they are all questions that can be used to 
explore the contextualization of library spaces within works of fiction. The 
major research question concerned the ways libraries serve to control and 
direct knowledge. This in turn engaged with the question: to what extent is 
there resistance from the forces of the creative imagination to this structured 
control? In order to examine this problem, the exegesis has been developed 
around seven key issues across its chapters, which are now to be revisited in 
this conclusion. 
Chapter One focuses upon two principal questions. The first: What are 
the means by which knowledge is controlled in libraries? Here we considered 
a number of the contextual layers present in a library that may influence the 
emergence of the intellectual book from the physical book. These include the 
documents and artefacts that reveal the nature of a library’s inception, 
development and projected direction; the library’s architectural form and the 
associations it alludes to; its name or lack of one, which may extend an open 
or limited invitation; its division of space and the preferencing of certain sorts 
of information and technologies over others; its application of cataloguing 
rules, which cast texts into subject categories and genres; and its accessions 
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and weeding/discard policies, which dictate what texts and other material the 
library provides. All of these contextual layers work to establish approaches to 
knowledge, and these approaches to knowledge can influence and control an 
experience of the texts the library contains, which will inevitably affect the 
way a culture’s memory is accessed, interpreted and applied to the present 
and the future. 
The second question Chapter One considers is: can knowledge, within 
the library, transcend the limitations of what Deleuze would call a tap-root 
system? To transcend these limitations, and the power relationships they 
describe, I extended Deleuze’s and Guattari’s arborescent branch and root 
metaphor to include blossoms, pollen grains and pistils, as well as the various 
means of aerial transportation this extended system makes use of. The 
importance of the spring time of intellectual activity was identified: spring 
time is characterised by multiplicity, heterogeneity and a ceaseless establishing 
of connections from any one point to another. This activity, we consequently 
argued, transforms the controlled and contextualised library space into a space 
of becoming and creating. 
Chapter Two poses the questions: how might a library space be 
experienced imaginatively, and how might it be understood from a 
phenomenological perspective? Having noted that that the primary function of 
the library is to open up within readers a space where acts of creation and 
becoming can occur, we considered a number of imagined spaces that can be 
used as metaphors for intellectual library space: imagined spaces, that is, that 
create an environment conducive to the performance of poetic acts. The 
metaphorical use of corners, word houses, nests, shells, bridges and burrows 
helped to describe the nature of the ‘alone’ space in which silent poetic 
moments can be experienced. The physical library presumes the existence of 
these intellectual library spaces, within which the creative function in man can 
be given free reign. Next to the intellectual library, which is a result of words 
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being experienced imaginatively, the physical library resembles an in-between 
space that allows for the storage and consumption of dead words: dead words 
that the human imagination must resurrect, and so a sense of becoming and 
rebirth was introduced into the reading experience and hence the experience 
of library space. 
Chapter Three, in pursuing the notion of the creative imagination, 
raises the question: How have men and women across time imagined 
poetically and visually the architecture of a library both from the outside and 
the inside? Answering this question involved a consideration of how the 
imagination works in relation to sensory experience? In this chapter, the 
experience of inhabiting intellectual library space was explored through a 
consideration of artistic representations, and especially through Blake’s 
Golgonooza (a city of creative acts) and Bachelard’s phenomenological 
project. After exploring the way in which the idea of a common universal 
language has given way over time to the idea of a universal library containing 
all knowledge, we sought meaning in the decision of various artists to give 
their towers a conical shape, and by way of applying Bachelard’s observations 
regarding the phenomenological experience of observing/experiencing the 
spiralling shape of the shell, the disturbing nature of these towers came into 
focus. They are disturbing because, unlike molluscs that build their abodes 
from the inside towards the outside in an expanding spiral, the conical towers 
of Guerra and Nebbia, Bruegel, Desmazières, Safdie and La Gerche have all 
been built from a wide base up to a point. These towers appear to be seeking 
an abstract unity, but there is something unnatural and inhuman in their 
upward thrust, and although they lend themselves to being observed and 
imagined from the outside, they do not encourage the dreams of inhabiting 
which observation of the spiralling shell inspires. Conical towers, moreover, 
are built from materials that are artificial, in that they have been crafted by the 
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hand of man, whereas a spiralling sea shell is built from material that is 
naturally exuded from the body of the inhabiting mollusc. 
In comparing Blake’s city of creative acts with the inhabitable 
structures from the natural world that Bachelard describes, we can see that 
both are experienced and created from the inside out. Although Blake’s 
Golgonooza is conceived as existing in a spiritual realm, it is built on the 
foundation of the accumulated creative efforts of mankind. In the same way, 
Bachelard’s sea shell is a result of the mollusc’s ongoing effort, and an 
individual’s intellectual library is the result of ongoing acts of creative 
thought. In less metaphorical terms, both Blake and Bachelard agree that the 
imagination is central to human experience, and both seem to understand that 
when the imagination is engaged creatively, its activity contributes to the 
construction of habitable spaces. Both Blake’s and Bachelard’s conception of 
this creative activity places an emphasis on the importance of an engagement 
with the natural world through the senses, and both incorporate into their 
analysis of sensory information the fundamental material elements of earth, 
water, air and fire. Therefore, the truly creative intellectual library, the 
library that is able to slough of the impediments and restrictions of 
authoritarian power structures, must, we have demonstrated, be built from 
the inside out and composed of materials that are a direct result of a creative 
process. Within such space the poetic moment that connects us to what is 
most human is extended. 
Chapter Four considered, through major novels of Eco, Canetti and 
Murakami, the metaphorical use of library space in literature to denote the 
connection between memory and imagination within the library. The abbey 
library in The Name of the Rose was shown to be a space of secrets, power and 
paranoia, a space unable to withstand the conception of unity that was being 
imposed upon it and unwilling to allow any engagement with the unconscious. 
Kien’s private library in Auto-da-Fé was shown to be a space of pure 
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intellectual activity which completely disregarded the outside world, a lapse 
that contributed to the library’s eventual destruction. Jorge’s refusal to 
acknowledge and to engage with the unconscious and his insistence on an 
unsustainable unifying vision as well as Kien’s refusal to engage with the 
outside world both critically inhibit the library’s primary function, a function 
conceived in Chapter Two, to open spaces within readers and writers in which 
acts of creation can occur. By contrast, the Komura Memorial Library in Kafka 
on the Shore, by remaining open to channels of knowledge that do not figure in 
the structures of knowledge that Eco’s and Canetti’s novels are criticising, 
allows for the construction and development of intellectual spaces within 
which poetic acts can occur. Memory and imagination are not forced into 
artificial structures of control, pathways to secret information are opened, and 
the power of controlling the archive is not abused. The relentless seeking out 
of the signified by the protagonist is a compulsion that does not end in 
isolation and destruction; instead, it leads to a place of transformation and 
renewal. 
In Chapter Five, I examined the presence of libraries and graveyards in 
the prose narratives of W.G. Sebald in order to disclose the connections 
between death and becoming that are present in his work. Quite centrally, 
Sebald’s characters move back and forth between an experience of libraries 
and graveyards as places of knowledge, control and the ordered division of 
time and an experience of these spaces as sites of speculation, chaos and time’s 
disintegration and decay. In other words, Sebald’s narrators and protagonists 
use libraries and graveyards to revive what has been buried or submerged in 
the past, and these sites reveal the nature of the creative spaces/homes within 
which dead words are resurrected. The construction of suitable aesthetic and 
philosophical homes is at once central to, and a direct result of, this 
resuscitation of the word, which involves an engagement with language, with 
the physical world and with the world of the dead. Only in these ‘homes’ or 
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‘creative spaces’ are Sebald’s characters transformed by poetic moments in 
which conjunction, creation and release can occur. Through gaining access to 
buried knowledge and reviving it in a creative act Sebald’s protagonists are 
able to move from loss to transformation. 
As initially stated, the seven subsidiary questions, covered in chapters 
one to five, issue from the over-arching problem of the extent to which the 
influences of the creative imagination resist the constraints of the library as 
conceived by such writers as Borges. We have seen how the library’s 
intellectual if not sensory character is the raw material that the creative 
imagination uses to construct and develop habitable spaces for becoming and 
rebirth. These intimately created and inhabited intellectual spaces, in which 
‘creation takes place on the tenuous thread of the sentence’,1 can be described 
as fibred spaces ‘traversed by the simple impetus of words that have been 
experienced as though the imagination were creating nerve fibres’. 2 These 
spaces resist the library’s attempts to order and control knowledge. To do 
otherwise is to enter the realm depicted by Borges in ‘The Library of Babel’, 
at the end of which, the narrator assesses the present condition of humanity 
within the library: 
 
The certainty that everything has already been written annuls us, or renders 
us phantasmal. I know districts in which the young people prostrate 
themselves before books and like savages kiss their pages, though they 
cannot read a letter.3 
 
The creative imagination, however, resists the forces that seek to 
control it. Its movement is toward intellectual structures more in line with 
Blake’s imagined city of creative acts and with Bachelard’s phenomenological 
project, as both of these approaches advocate bringing the material world back 
                                               
1  G Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, trs. M Jolas, Beacon Press, Boston, 1994, p. xxiv. 
2  ibid., p. xxiv. 
3 J Borges, The Library of Babel, trs. A Hurley, David R. Godine, Boston, 2000, p. 36. 
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into the intellectual library by intensely and intimately experiencing it, and 
then transforming this lived experience into poetic description. 
The four habitable forms discussed in Chapter Two, from which I have 
also drawn in The Library of the Seven Selves, can all be used as workable 
metaphors for intellectual library space. The burrow, the shell, the nest and 
the bridge are all built forms that lead the human imagination into reveries of 
safe shelter, and in doing so they teach us how to inhabit an elemental world. 
They also reveal the degree to which the development of inhabitable 
intellectual structures takes place in a way that resembles the construction of 
dwelling places in the natural world. It is, therefore, my conclusion that 
library spaces, although designed for intellectual growth, are equally reflective 
of our animal nature, our need, that is, to nest, to build and to burrow. 
Kafka’s ‘The Burrow’ is about an animal burrowing, but at a deeper level it is 
about a human burrowing an intellectual home. ‘To experience a structure’, 
Merleau-Ponty writes, ‘is not to receive it into oneself passively: it is to live 
it, to take it up, assume it and discover its immanent significance’. 4 
                                               
4 M Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of perception, trs. C Smith, Routledge Classics, London and New 
 York, 2007, p. 301. 
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